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“I AM MORE INTERESTED THAN YOU KNOW, 
BILL”: THE LIFE AND TIMES OF  
WILLIAM HENRY DUCKETT JR.

STEPHANIE M. BLALOCK AND BRANDON JAMES O’NEIL

William Henry “Bill” Duckett Jr.’s role as Walt Whitman’s carriage driver 
and youthful companion is typically the extent of his portrayal in Whitman 
biography. Details of the Duckett family history and of Bill’s adult life, however, 
have remained largely shrouded in mystery. As far as Whitman scholarship is 
concerned, Duckett was practically condemned to spend adulthood in obscurity 
after falling out of favor with Whitman’s disciples and losing touch with the poet 
once he had moved out of Whitman’s Camden home at 328 Mickle Street. Draw-
ing on a combination of digital, archival, and printed materials, this essay aims 
to trace Bill’s past and to uncover previously unknown details about his personal 
and professional life before, during, and after his friendship with Whitman. 
Court proceedings, city directories, and digitized newspaper articles enabled 
us to corroborate information in Whitman’s notebooks and his two-way corre-
spondence with Duckett, available on the Walt Whitman Archive. Resources 
well-known to genealogy enthusiasts and professionals—Ancestry.com, News-
papers.com, and FamilySearch.org—allowed us to examine Duckett’s lineage, 
and we have presented our findings by creating a family tree for Duckett (see 
Figure 1) that can serve as a reference point as we unpack his complex history. 
Census records, tax lists, and marriage licenses helped us identify and track the 
correct Duckett family in Pennsylvania, and through numerous newspapers, we 
followed their social lives and careers, relocations, and legal proceedings. While 
this methodology reveals and contributes much new biographical information 
on Bill Duckett, many new questions emerged and opportunities for further 
research came to light with each important find. 

Thomas Donaldson’s depiction of Bill Duckett in Walt Whitman the Man 
(1896) emphasizes his role as Whitman’s driver, helper, and friend, marking the 
first appearance of Duckett in Whitman biography (105, 193). Later biographies 
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Figure 1: Family tree of William Henry “Bill” Duckett Jr. and his descendants.



present Duckett as Whitman’s “carriage driver and companion,” offering perhaps 
a more nuanced view of their relationship, though providing limited insight 
into Duckett’s own history.1  Duckett’s life has received varying treatments in 
other historical and biographical works, ranging from complete omission (as in 
David Reynolds’ Walt Whitman’s America, Philip Callow’s From Noon to Starry 
Night: A Life of Walt Whitman, Emory Holloway’s Free and Lonesome Heart: 
The Secret of Walt Whitman) and passing mentions (Allen, Kaplan), to more 
extended portrayals (Folsom, Schmidgall’s Walt Whitman: A Gay Life). Charley 
Shively’s Calamus Lovers: Walt Whitman’s Working-Class Camerados offers the 
most extensive consideration of a potential sexual relationship between Duckett 
and Whitman, based on Shively’s reading of Whitman’s sexuality and known 
attraction to younger and working-class men. If Duckett was a romantic partner 
for Whitman, they do not seem to have shared a long-term intimate relationship. 
This essay leaves the question of a romantic relationship between Whitman and 
Duckett open for further research since our focus will be on Duckett’s life as he 
left both Camden and the poet behind and embarked on personal and profes-
sional journeys that took him to at least two other states.2

Nevertheless, photographically, Duckett’s image remains inextricable 
from Whitman’s, as two tintypes of the pair taken by Camden photographer 
Lorenzo Fisler are the only confirmed images of Duckett, each portraying him 
as Whitman’s youthful assistant and companion, just as he is characterized by 
Whitman biographers.3 One photo, the first known image of Whitman taken 
outdoors, features the pair near a local meats and produce establishment in 
Camden, seated in Whitman’s horse-drawn phaeton, a gift from his friends 
and admirers. The other, a studio portrait, presents Duckett as a round-faced 
youth, posed with his arm around the poet in front of a painted background 
depicting a view of the sea with a ship and a lighthouse (See Figures 2 and 3). 
Both photos are believed to date from 1886 when Whitman was nearly seventy, 
his characteristic flowing white beard dramatically contrasted by Duckett’s 
fresh-faced and wide-eyed stare. Ed Folsom has suggested that the portrait, 
much like earlier images of Whitman and his longtime love interest Peter Doyle, 
resembles portraits of married couples from the period.4  At the time, Duckett 
would have been seventeen years old, fifty years the poet’s junior, according to a 
Philadelphia city birth record citing his birthday as April 18, 1869.5

Coming of Age in Philadelphia and Camden

According to the 1880 Federal Census, Duckett lived with his grandmother, 
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Lydia Watson, on Mickle Street in Camden, New Jersey, a few doors down 
from the house purchased by the aging poet in 1884.6 At some point, the new 
neighbors encountered one another, and they struck up a friendship. Whitman’s 
conversations with Horace Traubel suggest that the relationship between Duck-
ett and the poet took on a degree of co-dependence when the teenage boy moved 
into Whitman’s home in 1886, likely around the time of the final illness and 
death of his grandmother.7 He accompanied the poet on local and regional trips, 
their destinations ranging from the graves of Whitman’s family to city hotels. 
On one occasion Duckett and the poet even enjoyed baked shad and champagne 
together at William Thompson’s restaurant in Gloucester, New Jersey.8

Orphaned by the age of twelve, Duckett benefitted from Whitman’s 
support, but Duckett’s personal idiosyncrasies would lead a conflicted Whitman 
to pronounce him “bright—very bright” and alternatively a “young scamp.”9 
Tensions mounted at 328 Mickle Street soon after Duckett moved in; Whitman 
contended that he and his housekeeper, Mary Oakes Davis, never argued save 
over Duckett’s presence in the home and his purported theft of items that went 
missing from Whitman’s rooms.10 Disagreements ensued about whether Duckett 
was expected to pay room and board and the amount he owed, with arguments 
culminating in Davis filing suit in 1889 against Duckett to obtain the money 
she felt he owed for the time he lived there. Duckett claimed that Whitman 
had asked him to stay in his home free of charge; he believed he was the poet’s 
guest when he agreed to the living arrangements. But Whitman, upon learning 
his name had been brought up at the trial, was equally adamant when he told 
Traubel that he had issued no such invitation. Whitman offered his own version 
of events: “By and by the boy’s grandmother died: on her deathbed she pleaded 
with Mary to receive, trust, care for, the boy. . . . I left the matter with Mary 
entirely for her to do with as she thought best.”11 Davis was successful in her 
suit, winning $190, minus legal fees. 

Davis may have felt justified in taking legal action against Duckett, since 
he had inherited a trust fund from which he may have drawn quarterly divi-
dends and, therefore, should have been able to afford to pay for his board. “This 
young jackanapes has an income,” Whitman told Traubel, “one of the big trusts 
in the city—the Fidelity” in Philadelphia.12 Despite this income, Duckett asked 
Whitman for money both before and after the 1889 trial. Not averse to helping a 
friend in need, Whitman gave Duckett $10 in June of that year, during a visit in 
which Duckett confided his half-sister Harriet Duckett Ellis had died suddenly. 
He may have also shared plans to relocate, and Whitman was eager to keep in 
touch. “I am more interested than you know, Bill,” Whitman told him, adding, 
“when you get settled in the city, write me how you like it, or come see me.”13 
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Figures 2 and 3: Walt Whitman and 
Bill Duckett, 1886. Ohio Wesleyan 
University, Bayley Collection.



“The city” may refer to Philadelphia, from which Duckett would write a letter 
the following December, asking for more money. Admitting he had only $5 
to sustain him with rent due the next week, Duckett’s letter claims Whitman 
would understand his situation, and indeed, the poet was likely privy to much 
knowledge about Duckett that may never be recovered.14 Whitman, by this time 
very ill, declined to send Duckett any cash, and this may be the last time he 
heard from the young man, as Duckett fell out of the Whitman circle and largely 
disappeared to history.

Whitman characterizes Duckett as taking “every advantage” of the poet 
and Mary’s generosity, adding that Duckett paid them “probably fifty dollars 
in all: then stopped: not another cent,” but Whitman claimed he took pity on 
the boy and let him stay anyway because “Bill would swear by all that was holy 
that he would by and by make all this right: would almost literally get down on 
his knees.” Though this image seems overly theatrical, Bill’s determination to 
compensate Walt and Mary might have been genuine, provided he had access to 
the trust fund of which Whitman seems to have been aware. A February 1889 
notice of Davis’s court award in the Philadelphia Inquirer confirms Whitman’s 
assertion that Bill Duckett did have a trust through the Fidelity Company, a 
trust inherited through his father’s family that was later the subject of numerous 
additional legal proceedings. The trust originated with Bill’s grandfather, Joseph 
H. Duckett, a paper manufacturer in Philadelphia,15 who died in 1867—two 
years before the birth of his grandson, Bill—and left behind a will that called 
for the division of his assets among his three children: Margaretta (Duckett) 
Stelwagon, Sarah A. Duckett, William Henry Duckett, Sr., and their heirs.16 
The will, contested in a series of court proceedings that lasted at least until 
1906, notes that William Sr. had already been married once; his first wife is not 
named in the proceedings and still remains unknown, but the suit does list their 
two daughters, Harriet Elizabeth (Duckett) Ellis and Laura E. C. (Duckett) 
Cookman. Harriet was born in 1854 and Laura approximately two years later, 
making them more than a decade older than their half-brother, Bill.17 Sometime 
after his enlistment in the Civil War in 1863, William Sr. either divorced or was 
left a widower, and by 1869 had married Matilda Watson, daughter of James 
and Lydia Watson of New Jersey, who was approximately twelve years younger.18 
William and Matilda’s only child, William Henry Jr., was born on April 18, 1869, 
and the family lived at 619 Montgomery Street in Philadelphia throughout Bill’s 
infancy.19 According to the 1870 Federal Census, William Sr. was then working 
at a “roofing material store” and sharing his home with his wife Matilda, son 
William, and mother-in-law Lydia.20  But on November 2, 1871, when Bill was 
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only three years old, his mother, twenty-five-year-old Matilda Duckett, died 
of consumption, leaving a will granting her mother Lydia and her young son a 
lifetime right to the home on Montgomery.21 

Within two years of Matilda’s death, William Sr. left the house at 619 
Montgomery and moved back to his parents’ home at 882 N. 6th Street in 
Philadelphia.22 For a short time, Lydia may have stayed on Montgomery caring 
for Bill, but the two did not remain in Philadelphia. By 1880, Federal Census 
records show they were boarding with Harry Sellars, a laborer, and his wife 
Hannah, at 334 Mickle Street in Camden, New Jersey, while William Sr. had 
moved in with his eldest daughter, Harriet, and her husband Joseph Champion 
Ellis in nearby Ellisburg.23 The Ellis family may have been helping to care for 
William Sr. in what would turn out to be the final year of his life, and when he 
died in 1880, Bill, now orphaned, was left in the sole care of his seventy-year-old 
grandmother.24 She and Bill seem to have remained in Camden in the years just 
prior to Whitman’s arrival on Mickle Street. Contrary to some biographers of 
Whitman that claim Duckett’s mother died in 1884, he was actually orphaned 
much earlier—well before he first encountered the poet—since Matilda died in 
1871 and William Sr. nine years later in 1880.25

From 1873, Whitman lived with his brother George in Camden, until 
the poet was able to purchase his own home at 328 Mickle Street in 1884.26 
At this time, Bill’s grandmother Lydia is listed as living a few blocks away at 
33 South 4th Street, though when Duckett signs Whitman’s daybook around 
1885, he continues to use the Sellars’ address as his own (see Figure 4).27 When 
Bill met the poet for the first time, he was an active and athletic, if occasion-
ally wayward, fifteen-year-old who appears to have been a cycling enthusiast, 
winning a prize in a one-mile bicycle race at Millville.28 The Cycle, a maga-
zine for cyclists published in Boston, also credited Duckett with a second place 
finish in a half-mile race at the Merchantville Driving Park in May 1886, an 
event sponsored by the Camden Wheelmen.29 The following month Bill partic-
ipated in the Camden Club boys’ race of approximately half a mile and won 
first prize.30 He may also have been the “Willie Duckett” who participated in 
a contest that involved skating blindfolded toward “a ham suspended from the 
ceiling by a string” at the Armory Rink in Camden. Bill managed to catch the 
ham, securing the prize in a contest against a “half-dozen fellows.”31 Whitman 
encouraged Bill’s active pastimes, gifting the young man and his friends a brand 
new set of quoits, a ring-toss game popular among them, as Duckett’s childhood 
friend John Browning later recalled for the Courier-Post.32 Browning even claims 
that the poet promised to use some of the proceeds from selling his writings to 
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buy the neighborhood boys baseball suits after they proudly told him that they 
had decided on “The Walt Whitman Champion baseball club” for the name of 
their team.33 But, Browning admits, the boys never received their caps, shirts, 
and leggings, perhaps because Whitman may not have been able to afford to 
keep his promise.

Whitman was invested in Duckett’s pastimes and friends, and also seems 
to have wanted to serve as a father figure for Duckett, whose only potential 
parental figures would have been his grandmother and extended family. John 
Browning vividly remembers Whitman stepping into the role of parent and 
disciplinarian once Bill moved into his home. According to Browning’s account, 
when a rowdy and boisterous Duckett got into a fight with an African American 
boy of about the same age, Whitman seemingly grounded Bill as punishment, 
confining Duckett to his room for the evening. But Duckett’s faithful band of 
neighborhood friends had other plans and concocted an elaborate plan to break 
out their comrade. Having stolen a ladder, they placed it against Whitman’s 
house and began climbing up to Duckett’s second-floor room, and they were 
well on their way to performing a daring rescue when the poet awakened and his 
“gray, bewhiskered face in a white night cap appeared at the window brandishing 
a large army pistol in each hand,” thinking a band of robbers was attempting 
to enter his home. The “robbery story” grew in tall-tale proportions, with Bill 
and his friends disagreeing upon how many shots were fired, how badly the 
would-be rescuers were wounded, and the number of casualties in the incident. 
Regardless of what actually happened, the boys never again undertook such 
foolhardy missions to reclaim their companions when they were forbidden to 
come out and play. The band instead apologetically returned the stolen ladder to 
its rightful owner and went back to playing quoits and baseball in the evenings.

Bill might not have had as much time for his hobbies and neighborhood 
friends once he began driving for Whitman on outings in Camden and beyond, 
accompanying him to New York, Gloucester, Philadelphia, and Sea Isle City.34  
An article in the Courier-Post described the poet’s exploration of “Latham’s 
Beach” with his Camden and Philadelphia friends, including Duckett, and 
highlighted “the good of the surf and shore, the sea air, the bathing” at Sea 
Isle City.35 Notably escorting Whitman to the 1887 New York Lincoln Lecture, 
Duckett “acted as valet and nurse, and it was on his arm the old man leaned 
as he came forward on the stage.”36 At a reception following the lecture, Bill 
announced Whitman’s guests, including a number of literary men: “In an hour 
Mr. Duckett had a very full hand of the cards of distinguished men and the 
crowd became so great that he gave up trying to announce each newcomer.”37 

WWQR Vol. 39 Nos. 2 & 3 (Fall 2021/Winter 2022)

96



According to Walt’s recollection, “I paid him well for all he did for me,” stating 
that his money was “as freely Bill’s as my own.”38 In just a few years Whitman’s 
relation to Bill had evolved from one of neighbor and philanthropist to that of 
friend and employer.

Driving for Whitman was not Bill’s only source of income in the 1880’s, 
a decade in which he sought employment in a series of jobs. In March 1886, 
Whitman noted, for example, that “Billy Duckett” was in Camden and “working 
at [a] notion store” located at 257 Market Street. Whitman later wrote that the 
name of Duckett’s employer was McKinley & Horn, Notions & Woolen Goods.39 
It is possible that Duckett functioned as a clerk or salesman at the store through 
May. Beside the address for McKinley & Horn, which Whitman pasted into his 
daybook, the poet wrote: “WHD left early June” (see Figure 5). William White 
explains his reading of this brief statement in a footnote, “By ‘left’ Whitman 
means that [Duckett] moved out of 328 Mickle Street” (DBN 384, n2133). In a 
later piece, White suggests that Duckett returned to Mickle Street in September 
but had left by 1888.40 Later biographers have offered various timelines for 
Duckett’s boarding with Whitman, claiming that Bill lived with the poet for 
a period ranging from a few months to a few years. But if Bill had only been a 
full-time boarder on Mickle Street for one or two months, Mary’s $190 settle-
ment would have grossly overcharged his trust fund.  Given its placement on 
the daybook page beside the McKinley and Horne address, it seems more likely 
that Whitman’s note about Bill’s leaving indicates a change in employment for 
Bill instead of a decision to move out of the poet’s home. 

The theory of a shorter stay would be at odds with other evidence about 
how long Duckett lived with the poet. In a January 1889 letter to the Canadian 
physician Richard Maurice Bucke, Whitman describes Mary’s suit as one that 
took place over “many months’ board,” and he proclaimed Duckett was guilty 
of having “fooled” her, making her wait for “eighteen months or more” for him 
to settle his debts.41 In a December 1886 letter, Duckett states, “I have been 
with [Whitman] for nearly a year,” concluding with his signature and the poet’s 
Mickle Street address.42 Using information likely collected in 1886 or 1887, the 
Howe’s Camden City Directory (1887-1888) confirms Duckett as a resident of 328 
Mickle Street.43 For the purposes of comparison, Whitman’s daybook records 
him paying $16 per month for his brother Eddy’s board in 1886, and he paid 
$10 monthly for his own lodging in 1884.44 If Bill was being charged a similar 
rate, Mary’s suit would indicate he remained at Mickle Street for nearly a year, 
if not longer. This means that even if Duckett left the Notion store in June 1886, 
he likely continued to board at Mickle Street through the end of December and 
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Figure 4: Duckett’s 
handwritten address from 
Whitman’s Daybook, 1885. 
Feinberg Collection, Library 
of Congress.

Figure 5: Whitman’s Daybook, ca. 1886, showing note regarding Duckett’s departure from the notions 
store. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress.



may have remained through the early months of 1887. This revision to the time-
line for Duckett’s stay makes Mary’s suit seem more reasonable with respect to 
the costs of room and board. By March 20, 1888, however, Duckett was settled 
in Haddonfield, and the Camden Telegram’s “Pen Sketches of People we all See 
and Know,” informed its readers that “W. H. Duckett of Haddonfield, spent 
Sunday in this city,” indicating that although Bill had moved out of Whitman’s 
home on Mickle Street, he was a familiar visitor to his old neighborhood.45

If Bill did quit his job at the notions store in June after approximately 
two months of employment, it would explain why Whitman wrote a letter of 
recommendation to the Philadelphia Press the same month, in hopes of finding 
the young man a new situation. Fred W. Fisher of the Philadelphia Press, whose 
address is included at the top of the daybook page just above that of McKinley 
and Horn, may have been the recipient of Whitman’s letter inquiring about 
positions in the “counting room or on the writing staff” of the Press. 46 In his 
letter, Whitman explains that Duckett is “used to the city, & to life & people,” 
has “the first Knack of Literature,” and vouches that Duckett is “reliable and 
honest.” This literary “knack” implies that the educated young man may have 
been considering a career in the newspaper business. William White similarly 
observes that Duckett’s letters appear to be written by “someone trained in a 
secretarial school,” a far more likely scenario than that imagined by Charles M. 
Oliver, who describes Whitman’s male friends, including Duckett, as “all laborers 
and barely literate.”47 Not finding employment in the offices of the Philadelphia 
Press, Duckett took a job as a “news agent” “on the [railroad] train,” from July 
to September 1886, when he was “laid off from RR after two months work,” but 
“went on again soon,” as Whitman recorded in his daybook.48 Seeking a new 
position for the eighteen-year-old Duckett by 1887, Whitman drafted another 
letter to a potential employer, this one written from the young man’s perspective, 
that he signed “W H Duckett.” Whitman presents Duckett to an unidentified 
correspondent “on the road” as “competent and determined to give satisfaction.” 

While Whitman may have intended to start Bill on the course of a career 
as a news agent or in newspaper work, Duckett’s entry in Howe’s Directory for 
1887-1888 lists his profession as “telegraph operator.” Whitman’s notebooks 
record Duckett “practising” his skills at Sewell, proceeding to Stockton, serving 
as a “night operator” at the Railroad Station in Haddonfield, and later working in 
Ancora. The poet’s timeline of Duckett’s early career in telegraphy and railroad 
work shows him moving from station to station in 1887, perhaps in temporary 
positions before being laid off or transferred.49 The 1888-1889 Howe’s Directory 
also includes Duckett in the Haddonfield section, returning to the city as a 
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“telegrapher” at Haddon Station, as Whitman also noted.50 Duckett’s last known 
letter to the poet indicates he may have been employed with the Pennsylvania 
Railroad Company by December 1889, since the letter was written on pages 
with the company’s name printed on them. These pages may be intended for 
recording telegraphic messages as each one includes pre-printed blanks for 
documenting the sender and recipient, as well as the “operator” that handled 
the message (see Figure 6).51 

Duckett’s final letter was sent in the same year other strains were put on 
the relationship between Duckett, Whitman, and those at 328 Mickle Street. 
Opening the year of 1889 was Davis’s lawsuit against Duckett and her award 
payable from Duckett’s trust. Roughly four months later in June, Duckett went 
to visit Whitman following the unexpected death of his half-sister Harriet, and 
the poet gave him $10, the same amount he had given Peter Doyle when Doyle’s 
mother passed away in 1885.52 Although Duckett made an effort to meet with 
Whitman again in November, he was not allowed upstairs to see the ailing poet. 
It is uncertain if Whitman’s poor health or his household’s distrust of Duckett’s 
motivations prevented the visit, but Duckett’s experience is similar to that of 
Peter Doyle, who did not visit Whitman as often as he would have liked because 
seeing the aging poet required “run[ning] the gauntlet of Mrs. Davis and a nurse 
and what not.”53  In his last letter to Whitman, Duckett writes, “I was over to 
see you some days since but you was unable to see me would like to see you very 
much.” Duckett adds that Whitman would “understand the circumstances,” 
perhaps alluding to either his current financial status or the tension between 
Duckett and “the people downstairs.” 

Frequent reprinting of a newspaper anecdote during the final months of the 
year may have also played a role in the termination of Whitman’s and Duckett’s 
friendship. Continued reappearances of the piece and/or its variants could 
have easily exacerbated a situation already pressured significantly by Duckett’s 
financial difficulties and his requests for money from Whitman. In the article, 
published in the October 18, 1889, issue of the weekly Epoch, the author recalls, 
“Some time ago I was present at a literary tea given in Philadelphia to Walt 
Whitman. He at that time had a young boy some twelve years of age to drive him 
around.” Following the article’s publication, Traubel mentions having received 
several inquiries as to the young man’s identity, to which Whitman responded, 
“Why—that must be Billy Duckett—who else?” and Traubel adds that the piece 
“amused [Whitman] into great laughter.”54 The article states that Whitman was 
“proud of the boy and thought him an excellent reciter of poetry,” a skill the 
boy demonstrated with a recitation of “O Captain! My Captain!” There are 
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multiple retellings of the Epoch anecdote published in newspapers in at least ten 
states. The Chicago Inter Ocean publishes the account in its entirety but adds 
an original title presenting Duckett as “an American boy” and implying that 
he is a fitting companion and sidekick for America’s poet. The Atchison Daily 
Champion [Kansas] labels Duckett “a true Yankee” and characterizes him as 
both Whitman’s driver and caregiver.

The original Epoch account, after all, describes the youth’s plans for a series 
of lectures on Whitman, and sarcastically attributes to him a “keenness of intel-
ligence and a business sense” seldom found among youths. Duckett’s lectures 
were to be based on the boy’s original observations of his time with Whitman: 
“I keep a notebook, and I put down all he says into the notebook; and after he’s 
dead I’m going to go round lecturing about him.” This statement, outlining 
Duckett’s supposed entrepreneurial intentions modelled after Whitman’s own 
lecturing on the assassinated Lincoln, make his efforts sound like a precursor for 
Traubel’s project and those of the other disciples who would ultimately preserve 
Whitman’s legacy. Only these tongue-in-cheek references to Duckett’s lecture 
plans from the Epoch piece are included in the shortened “personal” version 
that appeared in the December 1889 issue of Current Literature. Even Traubel 
took note of its publication, calling this version a “blundering passage,” and 
Whitman adds that it “has most of all, lie in big, big type” but admits there 
is a grain of truth “underneath, in the smallest possible compass.” However, 
Whitman never specified exactly which parts of the brief “personal” espoused 
falsehoods in big type and which details contained some truth.

Duckett did keep a series of personal notes written in pencil during 
his time with Whitman, some of which are currently held in the Feinberg 
Collection at the Library of Congress. They are accompanied by a coversheet 
in Whitman’s hand, labelling them “Wm Duckett’s Notes &c: pencil draughts 
1886-7.” Duckett’s daily recordings are no rival to Traubel’s With Walt Whitman 
in Camden, however, and if there were notebooks or a more complete series of 
notes detailing Duckett’s experience boarding with Whitman, they are currently 
lost or no longer survive. 

The few pages that do remain date from November and December of 
1886 and primarily account for meals, buggy rides, the weather, and guests at 
Mickle Street. Despite the Philadelphia Times report that “a boy” is “collecting 
the Poet’s sayings,” Duckett’s notes include few direct quotes from Whitman. 
In a letter to Richard Maurice Bucke, Canadian physician and, later, literary 
executor to the poet, Duckett offers his notes for Bucke’s collection of materials 
by and about Whitman, but as William White argues, since the notes contain 
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Figure 6: Letter from 
Duckett to Walt 
Whitman, December 20, 
1889. Feinberg 
Collection, Library of 
Congress. 

Figure 7: Letter from 
Duckett to R. M. Bucke. 

Feinberg Collection, 
Library of Congress. 



little valuable information, it is unlikely Bucke would have found them worth 
acquiring (see Figure 7). Despite the possibility presented by F. DeWolfe Miller 
that Whitman may have collaborated in the writing of the notes—perhaps 
intending them as a source of income for Duckett—Bucke pronounced Duckett 
a “moral imbecile,” and he likely felt no obligation to help Bill financially by 
purchasing them.55 

Dating from roughly the same period as Duckett’s notes, Whitman 
composed a glowing narrative of his friendship with Duckett, written from 
Duckett’s perspective, like Whitman’s previous letter to one of Duckett’s poten-
tial employers. Miller describes this narrative as Whitman’s “unique attempt 
to present himself as seen by a youth,” but adds that “every sentence except 
the last has its precedent in previous writings about himself.”56 The mentions 
of Whitman’s health complaints alongside contradictory descriptions of his 
“good appetite” and “full-blooded” body are typical of his self-promotion, and 
the narrative even includes a passing endorsement for Specimen Days. But the 
narrative’s physical descriptions of Whitman as, “close to six feet high” and 
“weigh[ing] over 200 pounds” are far more detailed than any of Duckett’s notes, 
which barely mention Whitman’s appearance. While Whitman attributes this 
degree of physiological attention to a youthful perspective, Duckett’s notes 
contain more description of the poet’s horse than of the poet himself and seem 
to be little more than the dailies of Whitman’s carriage driver. Perhaps intending 
for the notes to provide both another small source of income for the young man, 
as well as a defense of Whitman’s character and even their own relationship, 
Whitman’s ghostwritten narrative emphasizes the poet’s “great frankness and 
naturalness,” and pronounces him “entirely free from indelicacy or any unchas-
tity.”57 It also serves to enumerate the qualities Whitman wanted youth to see in 
him, perhaps as a model for emulation, including “patience, good nature, and a 
sunny disposition.” Among these virtues are Whitman’s selfless giving “to the 
poor” and his willingness to assist “indigent old persons and widows constantly, 
sometimes with food or fuel or money, sometimes paying the rent.” This last 
act of charity sounds especially ironic in light of the 1889 suit against Duckett. 
Whitman’s final gift of $10 to Duckett, though, shows that there may be some 
sincerity to the narrative’s conclusion that “he [Whitman] always gave me good 
advice and help and was the best friend I ever had.” This final sentence also 
sounds eulogistic and may lend some credibility to the Epoch’s account of the 
boy who will lecture on Whitman “when he is dead.”

The year 1889, with the lawsuit and the press coverage of the Duckett-
Whitman bond, culminated in what appears to have been a complete severance 
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of the friendship, and Whitman had no known connection to Duckett during 
the last two years of his life. After the year’s end, the specifics of Bill Duckett’s 
life have been hazy at best, save the possibility that he posed nude for the painter 
and photographer Thomas Eakins at the Philadelphia Art League.58 While there 
are still many gaps in Duckett’s biography, the developing narrative of his life 
in the 1890s is equally, if not more, interesting than that of his youth. As far as 
we know, he was unattached at this time and was starting to make his own way 
in the world; once he had the skills of telegraphy, he could apply for positions 
that allowed him to explore a number of cities. His frequent moves might help 
explain why the adult Duckett has proven hard to trace, since telegraphy may 
have taken him as far west as Ohio and, later, as far south as North Carolina. 
A William H. Duckett, Telegraph Operator for Western Union, appears in 
the 1893 Cincinnati, Ohio City Directory.59 Not referenced in any previous or 
subsequent directories for the city, this William Duckett lived in a boarding 
house on W. 4th Street, and he only remained there for one year. Employment 
with Western Union may have led Bill to move from Cincinnati to the city of 
Charlotte, North Carolina, by April of 1895.

Bill at Home in the South

The April 12, 1895, issue of the Daily Concord Standard notes that “Mr. Wm.  
H Duckett” had temporarily left Charlotte to work as a “night operator” in the 
neighboring city of Concord.60 Back in Charlotte shortly afterward,61 Duckett 
was living at 308 South Church Street, a popular boarding house owned by a 
Mrs. Bradshaw.62 Early records of Tryon Street Methodist Episcopal Church list 
Duckett as a member residing at the Church Street address, also home to fellow 
church members, the Creswell family.63  Sharing the boarding house were Ed F. 
Creswell, his wife Mamie (Frazier) Cresswell, Mary I (Jamison) Creswell, and 
her daughter Annie. While living on Church Street, Duckett helped his friend 
Charles Frazier secretly elope with Annie Cresswell despite her mother’s objec-
tions to their union.64 Serving as official witness to the marriage, Duckett signed 
the marriage certificate and listed the city in which he was born as “Philada,” 
an abbreviation for Philadelphia he had used previously on an extant letter to 
Whitman (see Figure 8 for handwriting comparison).65 The Frazier-Cresswell 
wedding foreshadows Duckett’s future in Charlotte, since by July of that year, 
he would apply for a marriage license of his own.

At some point, after arriving in North Carolina, Bill Duckett began a 
relationship with Eleanor Adelaide “Addie” Jamison, the daughter of Robert 
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McKee Jamison and his second wife Sarah L. (Todd). Addie was dubbed by the 
local press as “one of the fairest of Charlotte’s fair ones and otherwise attrac-
tive.”66 Though possibly Bill was drawn to Addie’s charm, the Jamisons’ social 
position would also have appealed to him; Mr. Jamison had at one time been 
a prominent blacksmith, and the Jamisons were a well-connected family.67 On 
July 2, 1895, Duckett, then age twenty-six, and Addie, twenty-two, applied for 
their marriage license, and a private ceremony in nearby Paw Creek followed 
two days later.68 This certificate significantly notes the connections that allow 
us to identify William H. Duckett of Charlotte as Whitman’s Bill.69 With 
Philadelphia listed as his city of birth and his deceased parents recorded as 
William H. and Matilda Duckett, also of Philadelphia, the information is too 
consistent with what we know of Bill Duckett’s history to refer to any other 
Bill Duckett from Pennsylvania. The Duckett-Jamison wedding announcement 
that later appeared in the paper notes that, although Duckett had not been in 
North Carolina very long, he had made many friends in Charlotte.70 The paper 
added that Duckett, a telegrapher by trade, was planning to connect with the 
city’s YMCA, an affiliation he could have established through the local church. 
By all accounts, the Ducketts settled into their new life as a wedded couple, 
renting a home with Addie’s mother, the recently-widowed Sarah, shortly after 
the marriage. Sarah Jamison died less than a year later, in May 1896, about a 
month before the birth of Bill and Addie’s first and only child, a son named 
Robert McKee after Addie’s father.71 
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Figure 8: Handwriting 
comparison of letter from 
Duckett to Whitman 
(above) and as witness to 
the Fraizer-Creswell 
marriage (below). 



“At midnight tonight the year 1896 will pass into history,” declared a writer 
for the Mecklenburg Times in a report on Tryon Street Methodist Church’s New 
Year’s Eve service: “This year has been an eventful one for Charlotte, the State, 
and the country at large.”72  The year was no less eventful for the Ducketts and 
Jamisons; the birth of Robert, a change of address, and the death of Addie’s 
mother mark 1896 as a year of rapid change. The Christmas season offered 
no respite from transition and leave-taking.  At some point around Christmas 
Eve, when baby Robert was nearly seven months old, as the divorce records 
would later indicate, Bill Duckett suddenly abandoned his young family and left 
Mecklenburg County and possibly even the state of North Carolina.73  What 
happened during the holiday season that made Bill leave so abruptly is uncer-
tain, and many questions remain unanswered: Were there past mistakes he was 
worried would be found out? Had he given up attempting to fit into the comfort-
able society the Jamison family represented? Had he conned his new family out 
of assets and fled town, living up to his notorious reputation among Whitman’s 
friends? It is even possible to imagine the couple simply parting ways, with 
Duckett returning to his transitory lifestyle and Addie remaining in the social 
circles to which she was accustomed, but the official records offer no definitive 
explanation for Duckett’s abrupt departure.

After abandoning his wife and small child in December 1896, Duckett’s 
whereabouts recede back into obscurity. An index card at the National Archives 
provides scanty information on a William H. Duckett who enlisted in Company 
E of the Second North Carolina Infantry during the Spanish American War 
of 1898.74 The volunteer roster lists this Duckett as coming from Charlotte 
and enlisting for two-years on June 13th, only to be mustered out of service on 
November 23rd of the same year, a few months after the end of the war. This 
company did not see any action, but spent the duration of 1898 training in 
Georgia, before the men were mustered out near Tarboro, North Carolina.75 
Until more conclusive evidence is found on this Private William H. Duckett, it 
is impossible to determine whether this proves Addie’s ex-husband abandoned 
her and later pursued a brief military service, though the notion is enticing. 

For four years after Bill’s departure, Addie raised their son and continued 
to participate in social events around Charlotte. In the 1900 census, mother and 
son are listed alongside the head-of-household William Duckett Jr, a telegraph 
operator by profession,76 who was perhaps included as a mere formality, since 
the divorce records indicate no one had seen or heard from him during the 
previous four years.77 Living with Addie at 300½ South Church Street was her 
brother Dr. Isaac Wilton Jamison, who would serve as young Robert’s male 
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authority-figure in his father’s absence. On December 6, 1900, Addie filed for 
divorce in Mecklenburg County Court, which she was granted in March of the 
following year along with sole custody of her four-year-old son.78 Nine months 
after the divorce was finalized, on the day after Christmas, Addie celebrated 
her second marriage. In a well-attended ceremony, she exchanged vows with 
Warren Stokes Shelor in her parlor on Church Street which was “beautifully 
decorated with holly and mistletoe,” according to the Charlotte Observer.79  

The Shelor-Duckett wedding garnered much more fanfare than that of 
Duckett-Jamison. Surrounded by well-wishing friends and given away by her 
brother, Addie wore “a lovely gray poplin dress, trimmed in crepe de chine lace.” 
Shelor was a clothing salesman originally from South Carolina who would later 
become a haberdasher in Charlotte.80 In 1903, the couple welcomed their only 
child together, Warren S. Shelor, Jr. The well-connected family was frequently 
featured in local papers; the Charlotte Observer, for example, printed a picture of 
Warren, Jr. under the heading of “Belles and Beaux of the Future” in October 
1904,81 and letters to Santa from Robert and his half-brother indicate that the 
two were brotherly affectionate, at least when young.82 

Bill Duckett’s Death and Legacy

In 1904, eight years after Duckett’s quick departure from Charlotte and the 
year his son Robert turned eight, the Pennsylvania courts audited the Joseph 
H. Duckett estate. It is uncertain whether court officials contacted Addie or the 
Shelor family had previously connected with Bill’s relatives in Philadelphia, but 
a notice published in the Philadelphia Inquirer announced that the case would be 
discussed in early June.83 That same month in Mecklenburg County, Dr. Isaac 
Wilton Jamison filed to be the guardian and financial manager for Robert Duck-
ett until he came of age. The guardianship documents indicate that Robert stood 
to inherit up to $4,500 from a Fidelity Trust that had belonged to his father, 
Bill.84 Jamison then went to Philadelphia, “to look after some property interests 
inherited by his little nephew.”85 It cannot be a coincidence that Jamison went 
to Philadelphia regarding an inheritance for Robert the very week that the trust 
was due to be audited and distributed. This evidence decisively reaffirms that 
Robert McKee Duckett was the child of Bill Duckett, something previously 
unknown to Whitman scholars. 

But the court dealings with the estate of Joseph H. Duckett were still not 
entirely settled; it would not be until 1906, thirty-nine years after Joseph’s death, 
that the heirs would see the distribution of the remaining assets. Joseph’s eldest 
daughter Margaretta and her husband, Joseph Stelwagon, concerned about their 
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children’s share of the inheritance, appealed the court’s earlier ruling regarding 
the division of the estate.86 The previous verdict was reversed, and the descen-
dants of Joseph Duckett’s children, including Robert McKee Duckett, became 
legal heirs entitled to a portion of the estate. Without the documentation of 
these legal battles over the inheritance that clearly list Robert as the surviving 
son of Bill and Whitman’s casual reference to Duckett’s trust fund, we might 
never have found Bill in North Carolina. 

What can be ascertained by the transfer of guardianship of Bill Duckett’s 
son to I. W. Jamison and Robert’s claim to the inheritance of the trust fund is that 
the Pennsylvania courts and the Fidelity Company knew or at least presumed 
Bill Duckett to be deceased by the time of the 1904 court proceedings. One 
possible narrative of Bill’s demise ends in a Philadelphia jail cell on September 21, 
1902, when, according to a newspaper notice the following morning, “William 
H. Duckett, 35 years old, was found dead in a cell at the Eleventh and Winter 
streets station house.”87 The two-paragraph notice details how Duckett had 
been arrested and taken to Hahnemann Hospital where “physicians diagnosed 
his case to be acute alcoholism.” The man was taken back to the station house 
and died at some point in the evening; his body was discovered by the morning 
staff the next day. If this is truly Whitman’s Bill, however, it would be the first 
record of Duckett’s struggle with alcoholism, and the absence of such references 
in Whitman’s letters and notebooks concerning the young man introduces ques-
tions to this claim for his identity. 

News of this man’s death appears twice in print, with the initial write-up 
being followed by a brief notice of funeral details two days later. In both cases, 
he is named “William H. Duckett,” a name at odds with both the interment 
record and death certificate that clearly give the name “William A. Duckett.”88 
The changing middle initial could have several origins, and it is easy to imagine 
“H” being verbally slurred into “A,” mistakenly transcribed in a station ledger, 
and subsequently corrected for the newspaper by a relative or friend of Duckett. 
Initially interred at Oddfellows Cemetery on September 24, 1902, Duckett’s 
body would not rest undisturbed for long, as he continued in death the constant 
relocations he had made in life. This William was moved to Lawnview Cemetery 
when the city of Philadelphia purchased Oddfellows Cemetery in 1950 and disin-
terred the bodies as part of an early stage of urban renewal. While Bill Duckett’s 
fate—exactly when and how he died—remains uncertain, this “William A. 
Duckett,” nevertheless, remains a strong candidate for Whitman’s Bill (William 
H.).  

It is unfortunate that Bill Duckett died before he had a chance to recon-
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nect with his son or even to learn from newspaper accounts about Robert’s 
military service and later, his career and family in Raleigh, North Carolina. In 
1917, twenty-one-year-old Robert left Raleigh for military training at Camp 
Sevier following the United States’ entry into World War I. A notice in the 
Philadelphia Inquirer indicates that a Fidelity Trust account in the name of 
Robert M. Duckett’s guardian, presumably still Isaac Wilton Jamison, was 
audited yet again.89 Soon to be a legal adult, Robert may have gained full control 
of his Trust as he prepared to leave his reporting job and enlist in the First 
World War. The Charlotte News announced that he resigned from the local staff 
of the Raleigh Times to serve in the Army’s 60th infantry brigade.90 “[It] nearly 
killed me when I saw him marching away in his uniform,” Addie confides in a 
letter to her brother shortly after Robert’s departure. For her, that day was “like 
a funeral,” yet she took comfort and pride in being “the mother of such a son” 
who fought “for the women and children, not only of this country, but those 
across the sea.”91 In a letter written from France on the date of the Allied offen-
sive (July 15, 1918) and published in the Raleigh News and Observer, Duckett 
declares that “people at home” are “ignorant as to the real game of war as it 
is played nowadays.”92 He adds, “an opinion may be had from the press and 
periodicals, but the ‘real thing’ is a picture that cannot be painted,” a sentiment 
that poignantly echoes Whitman’s own claim that the “real” Civil War would 
“never get in the books.”93

Within a decade after returning from the War, Robert Duckett married 
Ruth Addison Lee (1926),94 was treated for rabies (1929),95 and celebrated the 
birth of his daughter, Nancy (1929), in the same year that also saw the Great 
Stock Market Crash.96 From 1935-1938, in the middle of the Great Depression, 
he worked for the Unemployment Service in Raleigh as senior interviewer and 
later as district manager.97 He would go on to reestablish his pre-World War I 
affiliation with North Carolina newspapers, and at the time of his passing on 
December 16, 1965, he had been librarian for the Raleigh Times and the Raleigh 
News and Observer for ten years.98  He was survived by his wife, daughter, and 
mother; Addie died the following year, at the age of 94.99 Addie, Robert, and 
several other members of The Duckett/Shelor family are buried in Oakwood 
Cemetery in Raleigh. Robert’s daughter Nancy followed in her father’s footsteps 
and worked as a journalist and public information officer of the Department 
of Community Colleges of the State Board of Education; her articles were 
published in numerous North Carolina newspapers. Although she was married 
twice, as far as we know, she died childless in 1998, the last known descendant 
of Bill Duckett.100 
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Conclusion

During the years Bill Duckett knew America’s poet, he served as Whitman’s 
driver, attendant, hired help, and would-be chronicler; but his potential to 
fulfill a more central role was unrealized as the poet neared the end of his life. 
Despite having the drafted reminiscence in Whitman’s hand and a short series 
of personal recordings that reflect daily life on Mickle Street, Duckett seems 
never to have published that material, perhaps not wanting to draw attention to 
the Davis lawsuit against him for failing to pay room and board. Nor was Duck-
ett to become the biographer of Whitman’s last years: that place would belong to 
Horace Traubel, who spent years documenting his conversations with Whitman 
with his voluminous With Walt Whitman in Camden. Warren Fritzinger, the son 
of a sea captain and a ward of Davis, displaced Duckett as Whitman’s young 
companion and served as his final nurse.101 Although Duckett might not have 
wanted to be found after he abandoned his family in December 1896, the record 
of this elusive Whitman comrade is beginning to come into focus. The years 
following his service to Whitman are no longer entirely a mystery; Duckett’s 
work as a telegraph operator and attempt at building a family in North Carolina 
give us insight into the adult life of one who forever remained a teenager in the 
eyes of Whitman chroniclers. Duckett’s movements as a telegrapher travelling 
from city to city merit further research, as do his whereabouts following his 
hasty departure from North Carolina. Often considered a con man and “moral 
imbecile” in Whitman’s inner circle, there might remain more skeletons in 
Duckett’s closet to be revealed, and, if he was the con man they accused him of 
being, many that might never be known.

While discussing Mary’s suit against Bill Duckett with Traubel, Whitman 
states his conviction that “there seem to be some men, some natures, that must 
develop, must display, the bad, just as the snake gives its poison, just as the tiger 
exercises its ferocity.”102 Whitman’s emphasis on latent character flaws may indi-
cate that Duckett’s faults had become increasingly visible to the poet over time. 
Yet, Whitman continues to seem conflicted in his estimate of Duckett: “poor 
boy! poor boy! I pity him: I would receive him today if he needed me: would 
help him: I am sure I would be the first to help him,” a sentiment that suggests 
Whitman may have truly aspired to be the “best friend” Duckett ever had. 

Even as Duckett grew up and sought employment that would take him farther 
and farther away from Camden, Whitman likely remained “more interested” in 
Bill’s life and advancing career than Duckett would ever know, even though the 
two were no longer able to keep in touch across time and distance. Our research 
has revealed previously unknown details and offers a much fuller picture of 
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Duckett’s development into manhood, his career and his family, a future that 
Whitman never witnessed. Never able to take root in one locale, his was a life-
time of relocation, forever caught between staying and going, bachelorhood and 
marriage, North and South, as new responsibilities attempted to pin him down.
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DEMOCRATIC PORTRAITURE: 

THE POLITICAL AESTHETICS OF THE 
INDIVIDUAL AND THE COLLECTIVE 
IN WHITMAN’S “SONG OF MYSELF”

PAULO MILLER LOONIN

In A Thousand Plateaus, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari polemicize, “We’re 
tired of trees. We should stop believing in trees, roots, and radicles. They’ve 
made us suffer too much. . . .  Many people have a tree growing in their heads, 
but the brain itself is much more a grass than a tree.”1 Their hope for egalitarian 
rhizomatic grass as an alternative cultural form, one that might displace the 
hierarchical tree of tradition, continues to be appreciated today. I cite them, 
however, not to signal a theoretical orientation, but to suggest the enduring 
relevance of a problem Walt Whitman had previously figured, one that remains 
core to conversations about a just society. Anticipating Deleuze and Guattari 
by more than a century, Whitman championed a grassy ideal in 1855, using 
it as the namesake of his book Leaves of Grass and as a prominent figure in its 
flagship poem that he later titled “Song of Myself.” Yet, while it is easy to see 
why the hierarchical tree is a problematic model for social formation, a ques-
tion remains as to the wisdom of assuming, with Deleuze and Guattari—and 
apparently with Whitman—that grass would not make us suffer just as much. 
If trees are hegemonic, grass is a faceless interchangeable collection of pieces 
forming an impersonal aggregate, a field of grass, which might be wild, but can 
also be landscaped, mowed, and managed. In other words, grass shares many of 
the traits that make mass populations susceptible to authoritarian power. Trees 
figure order but at the cost of rigid hierarchy, while grass figures equality but at 
the potential cost of disorder or populist authoritarianism. While it has become 
common to describe Whitman as an extremist, he in fact handles this volatile 
figurative and political material carefully and deftly.

Whitman organizes “Song of Myself” around the tension between both 
the individual and the collective, seeking to recognize and harmonize these 
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extremes, a persistent difficulty of democratic life. Following touchstone books 
by David S. Reynolds and Betsy Erkkila in the late 1980s,2 much of Whitman 
scholarship has continued to concentrate on how Leaves of Grass engages the 
politics of antebellum American democracy and egalitarian ideals, even as that 
scholarship reframes itself according to various turns.3 Agreeing on the central 
importance of this topic to Whitman,4 critics differ on how he handles the 
tensions that arise between valorizing the individual and the collective.5 Does 
one come at the expense of the other? And what does the balance between 
the individual (the tree or blade of grass) and the collective (the field of grass) 
mean for the formation of egalitarian democratic politics? In the present essay, 
I engage this conversation through a misunderstood component of “Song of 
Myself”: Whitman’s deployment of democratic portraiture.

The influence of photography on “Song of Myself” is well known and 
photography indeed contributes much to the poem’s formal and theoretical 
work.6 As is now established, Whitman departs from the commonly practiced 
method known as ekphrasis, where poems describe individual artworks. Heavily 
invested in the aesthetic and rhetorical potential of photographic and visual imag-
ination flowering around him, Whitman takes the photographic portrait as an 
aesthetic model more than a poetic subject.7 As Alan Trachtenberg emphasizes, 
the famous 1855 Leaves of Grass frontispiece image of Whitman (see figure 1) 
“declares the method as well as the author of the book” (65). Ed Folsom even 
more explicitly states that Whitman “would not write about photography so 
much as he would write with and from photography” (Native Representations, 
177). Building on such studies of Whitman and photography, I argue here that 
Whitman goes beyond drawing inspiration from photographic methods and 
applying them to poetry. Instead, he uses these methods as a starting point for 
his account of image-making as a reshaper of political regimes. In “Song of 
Myself,” he extrapolates from photography to take portraiture in new directions 
and, finally, to push the limits of democratic formation as such. At issue in this 
conversation is a judgement about Whitman’s aesthetic politics which critics 
have generally condemned in one way or another. I demonstrate that the polit-
ical astuteness of his approach, however, has not been adequately recognized, 
particularly in his deployment of two distinct varieties of democratic portraiture: 
the mass-portrait and the portrait-series. Their dynamic counterbalance makes 
“Song of Myself” a more flexible, comprehensive, and politically sophisticated 
account of the relationship between self and society than the preponderance of 
scholarship credits. 
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Figure 1. Samuel Hollyer engraving of a daguerreotype by Gabriel Harrison (original 
lost), “Street Figure,” 1855. Steel Engraving. Frontispiece for Whitman’s Leaves of Grass.



Democratic Portraiture and Whitman

Deeper review of the criticism and cultural grounding for democratic portraiture, 
and the implications of photography (specifically, the shifting daguerreotype), 
will be brought back into discussion later. Here, I introduce the subject enough 
to begin a reading of “Song of Myself,” since an understanding of some dimen-
sions of this poem depends upon an understanding of democratic portraiture, 
my term for the mid-nineteenth-century practice whereby American authors 
tried to reconceptualize and re-use the traditionally elite genre of portraiture for 
democratic art and politics. In frontispieces, photographs, narratives, poems, and 
lectures, Whitman, along with others such as Frederick Douglass and Herman 
Melville, tested the ways a visual and/or verbal image of one unique self might 
fit together with images of other equal selves, forging egalitarian social-political 
forms.8 Whitman’s democratic portraiture is rooted in alternation and counter-
poise, the rhythm and flux of democratic life. The balanced structure of “Song 
of Myself” combines two aesthetic innovations corresponding to two modes of 
political formation: the mass-portrait corresponds to representative democracy 
and the portrait-series to radical democracy. As we shall see, they work together 
because the series contributes content and difference to the mass while the mass 
contributes form and unity to the series.

As Whitman was well aware, the portrait condenses expansive aesthetic, 
political, historical, and interpersonal matter into a tightly contained image. 
The etymology of “portrait” goes through French “pour trait,” short for “trait 
pour trait”: “feature for feature” or “line for line.” implying an exact copying of 
person to picture, and something of that notion attaches to most discussions of 
the portrait. Addressing painted portraiture in the European tradition, Andreas 
Beyer states, “There is in fact no real theory of the portrait.”9 Nevertheless, 
art history as a field naturally has its classifications and definitions. According 
to some art historical definitions of the portrait, which limit the category to 
pictures of actual named persons, the possibility of a democratic portrait should 
be ruled out from the start, since it implies either depicting individually or 
representing collectively many people—too many to be effectively recognized 
for their names, physical likenesses, and inner characters (traditional compo-
nents of the portrait). Art historian James Breckenridge offers the following 
influential definition: 

1) [A ‘true’ portrait] must represent a definite person, either living or of the past, with 
his distinctive human traits. 

2) The person must be represented in such a manner that under no circumstances can 
his identity be confused with that of someone else. 
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3) As a work of art, a portrait must render the personality, i.e., the inner individuality, 
of the person represented in his outer form.10 

Given such constraints, philosopher and art historian Georges Didi-Huberman 
finds inherently contradictory “portraits of anonymous sitters, even of crowds, 
that portray the common people and thus defy representation.”11 

However, to define as portraiture only such images as communicate the 
fully individuated identity of historical or contemporary persons is to rule out 
of bounds the most important questions associated with portraiture, broadly 
conceived, in the last two hundred years. The fact that democratic portraiture 
presents something of a paradox should not define it out of discussion but rather 
demand a consideration. To do justice to my subject, I try to approach such 
issues in the spirit of Whitman himself, who would find interest in considering 
what counts as a portrait, but who used the term loosely, granting the broadest 
possible conception for his own democratic purposes. This broad approach 
includes both visual and verbal modes of presenting images.12 For those disposed 
to enforce tightly controlled genre boundaries, then, it might be fairer to say that, 
under the name of “portraiture,” this essay considers visual and verbal images 
of named and unnamed real and fictional persons and even personified forces in 
addition to portraits in the technical, art historical sense. The key idea I retain 
from traditional portraiture studies is the requirement of distinction/recogni-
tion, the rendering of a unique, specific individuality. It is the compounding of 
the democratic equality requirement with the traditional distinction/recognition 
requirement that makes the democratic portrait a volatile and revealing topos 
for modern representation.

The mass-portrait, one half of Whitman’s democratic portraiture, hinges 
on the identification of one representative individual with the anonymous mass 
of population. It is the initial premise on which “Song of Myself” is built, the 
meaning of “what I assume you shall assume, / For every atom belonging to 
me as good belongs to you” (13).13 The speaker here “assumes” that what is 
true of “Walt Whitman, an American” (29) is true of all and any Americans. 
Essentially, the mass-portrait in “Song of Myself” is presented as a relation-
ship of identity between the self-portrait of Whitman on the one hand, and 
crowds—often figured as grass and atoms—on the other. A second iteration 
of the same identificatory logic uses “I” and “You” as the paired figures of 
the mass-portrait. These two variations of the mass-portrait can be thought 
of schematically as “I-am-the-crowd” and “I-am-You.” The apparently dual 
figure of the mass-portrait is in fact a proper portrait—a single image—because 
Whitman’s claim is that the speaker is the crowd/grass/atoms, the speaker is the 
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reader. They are not two identities but, seen clearly, they are one identity, one 
image—one comprehensive portrait. The danger of the mass-portrait, syntac-
tically put, is unchecked hypotaxis, the subordination of one term to the other, 
self to crowd or crowd to self, I to you or you to I.14

The portrait-series, in contrast, is just that: a series of images. In “Song 
of Myself” the portrait-series is synonymous with the catalog sections. It is 
complementary to the mass-portrait and provides the vital diverse content that 
makes Whitman’s assertions about the individual’s identity with the whole more 
than a vacuous abstraction. The symbolically exhaustive stream of images in 
the poetic catalogs Whitman later denominated as sections 15 and 33 serve as a 
kind of proof that in the whole world nothing and no one escapes incorporation 
into the ecstatic I-am-the-crowd, I-am-you. The portrait-series is Whitman’s 
answer to the riddle of how to integrate the one and the many: the progres-
sion of images of distinct persons are a middle ground version of grass and 
atoms, a middle ground version of the many, but not an identical/anonymous 
many. The catalogs present a horizontal, egalitarian many that still maintains 
difference and recognizability—one would not mistake “The duck-shooter 
walk[ing] by silent and cautious stretches” for “The spinning-girl retreat[ing] 
and advanc[ing] to the hum of the big wheel” (21) in the way that one would 
mistake two pieces of grass. The danger of this portrait-series strategy, syntac-
tically put, is unchecked parataxis, the loss of a meaningful order to the flow of 
images. Late in life, Whitman confessed how this aspect of his portrait program 
could get out of hand when, looking upon the proliferation of photographs and 
engravings of himself, he commented that there were so many Whitmans he 
could not remember which he was.15 Thus, the portrait-series can potentially 
disperse identity rather than maintain it.

On its own, the mass-portrait—that is, representative democracy—tends 
to slide towards too much sameness and flatness (as when everyone is reduced 
to an anonymous atom or leaf of grass) or too much representativeness (as 
when everyone is reduced to Whitman’s “I”). On its own, the portrait-series, 
or radical democracy, tends to slide towards incoherence and disintegration, an 
interminable list of images and interests with no clear relationship, reference, or 
meaning. “Song of Myself” is ordered so that the reader passes repeatedly in and 
out, back and forth, through segments emphasizing the mass-portrait and the 
portrait-series. The rewriting of hierarchies as equalities and dualities as unities 
is produced rhetorically by toggling between two modes of imaging democratic 
formation: the necessary order of the mass-portrait and the egalitarian value of 
the portrait-series. This is the democratic theory of the poem at work.
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Politically, the mass-portrait should especially be understood in terms of 
the substitution of The People—“the sign of democracy” and “a word en masse” 
(28-29)—for the royal Sovereign, which in prior political history occupied 
the role of legitimating the state and holding it together. The famous cover of 
Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan is a benchmark for this vision of the state: the giant 
figure of the King as Sovereign literally contains the myriad individuals residing 
within his power (see figure 2). As Hobbes explains, “A multitude of men, are 
made one person, when they are by one man, or one person, represented; so 
that it be done with the consent of every one of that multitude in particular.”16 
As Claude Lefort has shown, modern democratic states perform a rhetorical 
and real inversion whereby the fractious interests of discreet dependent subjects 
are reconceived as The People and substituted into the role of legitimating 
and ordering state power; they become the Sovereign symbolically.17 Whitman 
performs the same conversion in the mass-portrait. In the Preface to the 1855 
Leaves he writes, “Did you suppose there could be only one Supreme? We affirm 
there can be unnumbered Supremes, and that one does not countervail another 
any more than one eyesight countervails another” (vii). Here Whitman expands 
the democratic claim to say that not only the collective People are Sovereign 
(“Supreme”), but that each individual person is also Sovereign. One trouble 
with this rhetorical claim is that if you try to visualize it as an embodied fact, 
or even a version of Hobbes’ cover, it is virtually impossible, suggesting that the 
claim may struggle to gain purchase on actual states of affairs. 

Nonetheless, Whitman compensates with an added trick in “Song of 
Myself,” where the encompassing Sovereign figure alternates between The 
People and “Walt Whitman, an American.” Like a hologram, a translucent 
palimpsest, or a daguerreotype that shifts with the angle of view, Whitman’s 
“I,” his self-portrait, is sometimes positioned as the omnipotent ruler—“I troop 
forth replenished with supreme power” (43)—and sometimes positioned as 
one of the small individual figures—“This is the city . . . and I am one of the 
citizens” (47). The variation affords Whitman his extravagant claims and his 
humble ruminations without contradiction: he is in both positions, by turns. 
Meanwhile, he continually provokes The People—his readers—to be their own 
Sovereign, their own Supreme.18

In seeing how democratic portraiture in the poem relates to democratic 
representation more broadly, I aim to shed light on the way scholars have talked 
about aesthetics and politics in Whitman’s work. Many treat poetic form and 
political content as parallel but separate topics, along the lines of David Reynolds, 
who claims that Whitman “continued to explore the imaginative rather than 
the political possibilities of reform rhetoric, so that popular reform was chiefly 
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Figure 2. Abraham Bosse with 
creative input from Thomas Hobbes, 
1651. Etching. Frontispiece for 
Hobbes’s Leviathan. Below, details 
from the Bosse etching.



important as a training ground in zestful, defiant writing.”19 Here politics and 
style are two different worlds rubbing up against each other, and the interest of 
the politics lies chiefly in how it influences the style. Betsy Erkkila represents a 
shift to emphasizing political content as valuable in its own right: “The publi-
cation of Leaves of Grass in 1855,” she writes, “was not an escape from politics 
but a continuation of politics by other means” (92). In helpfully recalibrating, 
however, Erkkila and her successors often veer towards relegating the style to 
a reflection of the politics. By contrast, I understand aesthetics and politics in 
“Song of Myself” not as two categories to be weighed against each other but 
as one formational question about how to imagine and represent a democratic 
ideal. The aesthetic is political; the political is aesthetic. “Song of Myself” chal-
lenges readers with new understandings of representation (literary and political) 
and representativeness (who is the representative hero of the American epic?), 
which aim precisely to merge aesthetic-political projects.

Reading portraiture in the poem brings all of these themes to life: 
Whitman’s effort to represent and achieve equality, the relationship between 
literary and political representation, and the role played by photography and 
other visual arts in Whitman’s poetry. By oscillating between the mass-portrait 
and the portrait-series, Whitman tried to imagine democracy in action while 
simultaneously enacting it in his poem. Here I show how far he pushed and what 
formal obstacles he encountered.

The Mass in Mass-Portrait

“Song of Myself” presents itself (indeed is itself ultimately named) as a self-por-
trait. In fact, the self-portrait is half of the mass-portrait, which has two parts: 
the self-portrait and the “en-masse”— the collective, the average, the crowd, the 
grass, the atoms, or the uniformity of  Whitman’s various catalogs. To the mass I 
now turn, since it is with the mass that Whitman lodges his claim to significance 
and relevance, his claim to making more than a personal self-indulgent bellow 
in “Song of Myself.” As F. O. Matthiessen attests, “What saved Whitman from 
the last extreme of egotism was his insistence on the typical.”20 His speaker 
speaks for more than himself; in the logic of the mass-portrait he speaks for 
everyone. And, in turn, the speaking self-portrait, the “I,” draws validation and 
power from being one of the masses he speaks for and to. He depends on them 
for vitality and context.

“Song of Myself” rests in part on Whitman’s ability to construct a plau-
sible and inspiring presentation of the mass, seemingly an inauspiciously bland, 
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abstract, uninspiring topic, even when Whitman applies an elevating adjective 
to it (as in “the divine average” referred to in the later poem, “Starting from 
Paumanock” ). If literature often relies on exemplarity—instances that are made 
to stand out—then the exemplary average is something of an oxymoron. A phrase 
of Whitman’s indicative of the difficulty is “one of an average unending proces-
sion,” which conveys the potential monotony of the material (43). In Democracy 
in America, Alexis de Tocqueville elaborates, “none of the single, nearly equal, 
roughly similar citizens of a democracy will do as a subject for poetry, but the 
nation itself calls for poetic treatment. The very likeness of individuals, which 
rules them out as subjects for poetry on their own, helps the poet to group 
them in imagination and make a coherent picture of the nation as a whole.”21 
Replacing the classical or Romantic hero figure, the collective takes over as 
the locus of action, and this is supposed to provide the democratic poet with 
a suitable theme. How exactly an average mass becomes a compelling read is 
problematic. Later in life, Whitman would insist he had solved the problem: 
“I have imagined a life which should be that of the average man in average 
circumstances, and still grand, heroic” (quoted in Matthiessen, 650). To this 
end, Whitman’s technique in the mass-portrait is to populate the space of the 
mass with a group of figures that are appealing to the imagination, although 
they are not precisely the stuff of classical or Romantic poetry.

The figure of grass is essential to imagining the average democratic 
En-Masse in “Song of Myself.” Grass anchors the poem at beginning and end. 
We meet the speaker “observing a spear of summer grass” (13) and leave him 
“bequeath[ing] myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love” (56). The book 
itself is composed of “leaves” of paper that bear obvious analogy to grass. Grass 
iterates like a refrain in what would become sections 1, 5, 6, 9, 17, 31, 33, 39, 
49, and 52, and is inferred elsewhere throughout. Grass not only brackets and 
sustains but also generates the poem. According to Paul Zweig, “the entire poem 
will be an answer” to the question posed by the child, “What is the grass?”22 
Similarly, for Folsom, the grass generates the poem repeatedly, once when the 
speaker “loafes” and observes “a spear of summer grass,”23 and, agreeing with 
Zweig, again in response to the child—“the answer to this [the child’s] question 
will in some ways occupy the poet through all the rest of the sections” (24). 
Among many scholarly attempts to pin a genre designation on “Song of Myself,” 
it is certainly, as Tony Tanner puts it, a “grasspoem,” insofar as “the poem . . .  
organizes itself” around the grass.24 

Beyond its general importance to the poem, how does the grass function in 
the mass-portrait? Identifying it with the “I,” Whitman overlays his self-portrait 
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with images of grass, as in, “I guess it must be the flag of my disposition, out 
of hopeful green stuff woven” (16). This overlay invites the reader, through the 
course of the poem, to toggle back and forth in imagination between Whitman 
as Whitman and Whitman as a nameless segment among the grass, that is, 
among the mass of citizens. The effect is a sort of blended portrait with elements 
of personality and elements of population. Whitman does political work through 
this blending, for, as Erkkila observes, “the poet reads in the hieroglyphic of the 
grass the politics of democracy. As the overarching figure of Leaves of Grass and 
the central image of ‘Song of Myself,’ the grass signifies many in one” (98). Such 
a thought lies behind the depiction of “the cow crunching with depressed head” 
(34) and the poet’s question, “How is it I extract strength from the beef I eat?” 
(25). The grass is not only a political metaphor but also a material metonym, 
actually becoming part of the human body, eaten by the cow, which is then 
eaten by Whitman. For the circle to be complete, of course, the grass not only 
becomes the human but the human must become the grass, filtering into it 
through the soil after death. As he compensatorily puts it, “the grass is itself 
a child, the produced babe of the vegetation” (16). This is one of Whitman’s 
versions of immortality, encapsulated in those closing lines, “I bequeath myself 
to the dirt to grow from the grass I love, / If you want me again look for me under 
your bootsoles” (56). Thus grass connects the mass-portrait with key themes of 
the poem including the nature of the self, part-whole relations, and immortality.

The poem’s concern with immortality suggests that grass is not only a 
spatial but also a temporal figure. The spatial display is the single leaf amidst 
the field. The temporal dimension involves the circulation of atoms through the 
grass and the human both, so that each are composed of the same resilient and 
anonymous democratic substance. As Vivian Pollak elucidates, “Dying authen-
ticates Whitman’s claim, announced at the poem’s inception, that ‘Every atom 
belonging to me as good belongs to you.’ Atomized into his component parts, 
he shares in a universalized, ungendered identity to which everyone and every-
thing potentially belongs” (103). For Whitman, the baseline of identity resides 
in atoms, and this means that his ubiquitous first-person singular is just as much 
itself when formed into grass (or anything else) as when formed into his person. 
That may ring a note of apprehension for readers who are more comfortable 
having names and faces. Atoms, in this sense, have a lot in common with grass: 
both are egalitarian, abundant and equal, but they hardly lend themselves to 
distinction and recognition; they are promising figures of mass population, but 
not of unique human portraits.

To indicate how this same representational impasse recurs regularly for 
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Whitman beyond “Song of Myself,” I would point to another 1855 poem, even-
tually titled “The Sleepers.” Sleeping bodies share advantages for portraying 
egalitarianism with grass and atoms. Whitman writes of the sleepers, “I swear 
they are averaged now . .  .  .  one is no better than the other” (75). We can 
imagine how sleeping people are indeed “averaged” and democratized compared 
to waking ones: their faces are relaxed; their unequal bank accounts do not buy 
them better or worse dreams; their personalities are temporarily uniform in 
stillness. However, in the next line Whitman confesses, “The night and sleep 
have likened them and restored them.” Night and sleep have likened and restored 
them . . . perhaps, but more likely night and sleep have obscured them. Sleepers 
may look alike, but precisely because they are not really their full individual 
selves in that state. Politically, if we extrapolate out to what a nation of sleeping 
bodies would be, the problem of taking them as a model of democratic collec-
tivity becomes obvious. Sleepers may be average, democratic, and, as Whitman 
swears, “all beautiful,” but they lack faculties and fall short of individual human 
personality (75). 

Portraiture here provides a perspective that scholars otherwise tend to 
overlook as they affirm the democratic qualities of grass, atoms, and sleepers. 
Reynolds, for instance, remarks in Walt Whitman’s America, “The valoriza-
tion of the grass is a means of seeking resolution of the individual-versus-mass 
tension in nature itself: grass embodies simultaneously individualism, each 
spear a unique phenomenon, and radical democracy, as it is a common vege-
tation that sprouts everywhere, among all sections and races” (327). This is 
correct as far as it goes, but neglects the recognizability issue: each spear may 
be a “unique phenomenon,” but it doesn’t embody the kind of distinction we 
affirm for unique persons with their different faces and personalities. The point 
is nontrivial, because if Whitman cannot somewhere supply that deeper level 
of individuation, “Song of Myself” is not successful by his own standards of 
affording dignity and recognition to each reader, each citizen. 

Some spiritual or universal self may survive the transmutations from grass 
to cow to human and back to grass again, but personality is not maintained through 
the process. In this sense, grass as a comprehensive (two-sided) mass-portrait 
(the leaf of grass is the individual, the field of grass is the mass) does not in itself 
supply a satisfactory integration of individual and collective, since it does not do 
justice to the individual side. Indeed, many critics have registered discomfort 
with Whitman’s strategies for mediating the interplay of self to society through 
grass and other inhuman materials. Matthiessen early on summarized for many 
when he called Whitman’s compromises here “tragic” (179), in the sense of 
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sanctioning sacrifices and trade-offs at the expense of persons. On the other 
side of the mass-portrait, in terms of the field of grass representing the social 
body, we may reflect that after all, an undifferentiated field of grass translated 
into human terms may be a mob in the bad sense of a random destructive force, 
or a force compelled by a demagogue. Thus, there are several hazards in relying 
on grass and atoms to underwrite identity and collectivity in the mass-portrait. 
Whitman, as we noted and will see in more detail shortly, attempts to resolve 
these ticklish side effects of identifying with anonymous objects and processes 
by fusing the grass with his unique self-portrait. 

Grass, atoms, and sleepers do unequivocally provide compelling, flex-
ible poetic tropes. Lines like, “This grass is very dark to be from the white 
heads of old mothers, / Darker than the colorless beards of old men, / Dark to 
come from under the faint red roofs of mouths” (16) show the author making 
enduring music and images in a way that abstractions about population and 
politics could not match. In addition, Whitman deals with figures of the mass 
that are closer to the referent, namely when he writes about crowds, mobs, 
and masses. He uses crowds in part to represent concepts and values, typically 
while situating himself among the throng. Pollak describes the “visionary poet’s 
uncanny ability to re-form himself as part of a crowd, whether that crowd be 
understood as an eternal religion, an eternal family, an eternal nation, or an 
eternal profession” (95-6). The observation finds confirmation in lines such as 
“A call in the midst of the crowd, / My own voice, orotund sweeping and final” 
(46). Whitman’s universalizing seems to intend a twofold effect. One, it would 
ensure that the poetry of the crowd is not merely sensationalism or reckless 
embrace of damaging social impulses, what Whitman recognizes as “the fury of 
roused mobs” (18). Two, it would assign intellect and dignity to crowds, which 
otherwise may provoke defensive rejection, as in the reactions of Ralph Waldo 
Emerson and Edgar Allan Poe (see below), examples of which Whitman was 
keenly aware.

As for situating himself among the crowd, the move operates much as 
interweaving himself in the leaves of grass: it creates a blended portrait where his 
image contributes coherence and order to unruly elements, while the elements 
link him to larger forces. Placing himself amidst the crowd has an additional 
effect that does not apply to the grass. Whitman standing or walking in the 
crowd makes him one of us. If atoms hold grass-cow-and-human together, elec-
tricity, or what he would later call “the body electric,” holds crowds together. 
Whitman’s Socratic gambit is to stress that he is exactly like other members of 
the crowd except in that he knows he is exactly like everyone else; he registers the 
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electric bond. He states in the Preface, “the others are as good as he [the poet], 
only he sees it and they do not” (v). By showing the reader that he, Whitman, 
is an equal member “Hurrying with the modern crowd, as eager and fickle as 
any” (37), and provoking the reader to recognize herself that way also, he will 
awaken everyone to this truth of “the divine average,” the divine current pulsing 
through all. Whitman’s crowd is a place of transmutation where fleshly bodies 
become awakened souls precisely by recognizing themselves as mutual fleshly 
bodies.

If crowds awakened to their own equality constitute a utopian vision, 
certain negative aspects of the mob bring to mind a threatening dystopia. The 
question of the mob as unenlightened horde of violent bodies haunts “Song of 
Myself” and democratic theory and portraiture more broadly. In a sense, the 
image of the mob is the antithesis of the democratic portrait. A mob is a disor-
dered conglomeration of what should be distinct selves. Fear of the mob is a 
major concern of the nation’s founders and of democratic theorists of all stripes. 
Two of Whitman’s own main influences, Emerson and Poe, were aghast at the 
mob. One can see the anxiety betrayed by Emerson, for example, in an 1867 
speech in which he admonishes, “We wish to put the ideal rules into practice, 
to offer liberty instead of chains . . . believing that it will not carry us to mobs, 
or back to kings again.”25 Emerson imagines mobs and kings as two sides of the 
same anti-democratic coin. Poe for his part posits democracy as a mistake, and 
mobs as evidence thereof.26 When confronted by public and literati opinion, 
Whitman believed he needed to demonstrate to his readers and literary interloc-
utors that grass, atoms, and crowds were something other than dangerous mob 
formations.

The Portrait in Mass-Portrait

Whitman’s foremost strategy is to impose himself as the principle of order 
governing the would-be mob: his prophetic self-portrait will intervene to bend 
readers away from random violence and towards enlightened self-expression. In 
one anonymous review of Leaves of Grass perhaps written by Whitman himself, 
the potential audience is told that “its author is Walter Whitman, and the book 
is a reproduction of the author. His name is not on the frontispiece, but his 
portrait, half length, is. The contents of the book form a daguerreotype of his 
inner being, and the title page bears a representation of its physical taberna-
cle.”27 The review suggests the text and frontispiece together form a complete 
portrait of the author. The author, in turn, forms a representative portrait of 
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the nation. So the book represents Whitman (and vice-versa), and Whitman 
represents America (and vice-versa). This scheme may amount to “carrying us 
back to kings again,” to aesthetic demagoguery, because it depends so heavily 
on the image of one individual. Such is the delicate balance of the mass-portrait.

The logic of the self-portrait imposing itself on the mass-portrait appears 
in lines such as, “This is the touch of my lips to yours. . . . this is the murmur 
of yearning, / This is the far-off depth and height reflecting my own face, / This 
is the thoughtful merge of myself and the outlet again” (25). From the intimate 
(a kiss) to the distant (the “far-off depth” of a landscape painting), everything 
is interwoven with “myself.” Matthiessen reports, “Emerson had reached his 
own position that ‘there is properly no history, only biography,’ a position that 
Thoreau, in his confidence, carried to the point of saying, ‘Biography, too, is 
liable to the same objection; it should be autobiography,’” (631). “Song of Myself” 
carries such reasoning to the extreme. Autobiography (the textual equivalent of 
self-portraiture) saturates every line, directly or indirectly. Peter Bellis assesses, 
“Not only is the poet’s work foregrounded from the very start (‘celebrate’), but 
he also functions as the poem’s ‘subject’—in not one but two different senses: 
its language emerges from his subjectivity, and he also serves as the poem’s 
topic.”28 Wherever the mass is in “Song of Myself,” there also is the self.

This brings us to the richly studied question of the precise nature and 
identity of the Whitmanian self or “I.” While likely no one is crying out for 
a fresh set of conjectures on this subject, the pertinent note here is that the 
self is a self-portrait which emerges in dynamic tension between the “I” and 
the mass—it cannot be adequately grasped apart from the mass-portrait. This 
simple observation makes sense of many complicated claims about “Song of 
Myself” and identity. If such claims have one thing in common, it is an insis-
tence on the paradoxical, contradictory, multiple nature of Whitman’s “I.” This 
stands to reason when we recognize the “I” is always implicated in the mass and 
vice-versa.

To develop and distinguish his socially embedded “I,” Whitman draws 
heavily on photography. If, as Folsom asserts, “Photography . . . came to be 
one of the key tests for Whitman’s theories” (Native Representations, 101), it 
also came to be one of the key building blocks of his democratic portraiture, 
featuring in both the mass-portrait and the portrait-series, although deployed 
in different ways for each. Whitman had been thinking and writing admiringly 
about nascent photographic potencies since at least 1846 when he published 
“A Visit to Plumbe’s Gallery” in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle. As acknowledged 
in discourses about photography from this period, portrait photography can 
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be leveraged towards either of two overlapping representational modes: a more 
traditional metaphorical aesthetic, where one figure represents a type of person 
or a group of persons; or, a metonymic snapshot aesthetic (though the term 
“snapshot” belongs to the 1890s), where the image escapes mere representation 
and stands as a part of social and material reality, even usurping the real status 
of the portrait subject.

A characteristic instance of the metaphoric discourse of photography is 
Mathew Brady’s Gallery of Illustrious Americans (1850), where the portraits—
lithographs taken from daguerreotypes—of prominent men function much as 
a bust of Caesar or a painting of George Washington had previously, repre-
senting both the state and a class of persons. A characteristic instance of the 
metonymic discourse of photography is found in Oliver Wendell Holmes’s 
essays on photography, where he associates photographs with sunlight and calls 
them “a mirror with a memory.”29 Both sun and mirror emphasize the material 
base of the photographic image. This metonymic discourse of photography has 
come, in contemporary scholarship, to be frequently associated with Charles 
Sanders Pierce’s theory of indexicality, a mode of signification involving mate-
rial continuity—such as the touch of sunlight on skin or, indeed, on exposed 
film.30 Additionally, note that both the metaphoric and metonymic discourses 
of photography participate more-or-less in what Dana Luciano identifies as the 
“longstanding belief in photographic objectivity and transparency, which posi-
tions the photographic image as an unmediated record of the world.”31 

In “Song of Myself,” Whitman uses both photographic potencies. His 
mass-portraits are more metaphorical. When he positions himself as standing for 
the mass, he draws on photographic metaphor. The portrait-series on the other 
hand is meant to be metonymic, with the catalogs capturing quick pictures from 
everyday life. When Whitman positions himself as a member of the crowd, he 
draws on the photographic metonym of actual physical presence. Combined, 
Whitman uses these two modes to make a claim for his self-portrait as transcen-
dently true and materially real.

Nowhere is Whitman’s claim to the physical and simultaneously tran-
scendent authority of his self-portrait more pronounced than in his iconic 1855 
frontispiece to Leaves of Grass. The British engraver Samuel Hollyer produced 
the image, taken from a daguerreotype by Gabriel Harrison. Hollyer’s work has 
a layered effect, showing Whitman’s bust area in detailed pseudo-photographic 
focus, then transitioning into a sketchy outline at the waist, and finally fading 
into the page at the thighs. Thus, the image combines photographic and paint-
erly effects. Folsom identifies that Whitman “stands against the most demo-
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cratic of backgrounds, a vast blank page” (Native Representations, 145). This 
image, called “the street figure” by Whitman (WWC, 2:412), was replaced as 
frontispiece in subsequent editions, in which Whitman employed frontispieces 
that represented him at approximately the age he was at the time of publication. 
Such temporal specificity made sense if Leaves of Grass was, as he promoted, “an 
attempt, from first to last, to put a Person, a human being (myself, in the latter 
half of the Nineteenth Century, in America) freely, fully and truly on record, my 
definitive cartes de visite to the coming generations of the New World” (LG 1881, 
p. 562). Whitman did retain the 1855 frontispiece elsewhere in later editions, 
where it was typically set opposite the first page of “Song of Myself,” confirming 
that its primary referent in the book was this complex self-portrait of a poem. 
“The portrait in fact is involved as part of the poem,” Whitman told William 
Sloane Kennedy.32 

Much has been written about the 1855 frontispiece, especially its work-
ingman, bodily quality in contrast to the cerebral, spiritualized heads of prior 
depictions of poets. The workingman effect places Whitman among the laboring 
masses, the crowd, whom he will detail in the catalogs. In other words, it sets 
him in the portrait-series and the logic of photographic metonymy—he stands 
among us, a part of the actual daily world, the divine average. At the same time, 
and even more assertively, the frontispiece deploys that other photographic logic 
of metaphor by which he stands for us, as his self-portrait stands for “Song of 
Myself” and Leaves of Grass. The question of how this single, specific image 
stands for each member of his readership invokes the most basic problem of 
democratic portraiture, namely, how to preserve distinction and equality in a 
single coherent image. Folsom describes how Whitman was often “looking for 
ways . . . single images added up to a totality.”33 Whitman’s larger answer in 
“Song of Myself,” as I have mentioned, is to balance the mass-portrait and 
portrait-series in an overarching democratic portrait, with himself as its emblem. 
That larger answer, however, does not resolve the specific question of the fron-
tispiece and how it works. Trachtenberg details the way Whitman uses the fron-
tispiece to comment on and redefine what Mathew Brady took to signify an 
“illustrious American” in his gallery, where pictures of economic and political 
elites reigned (69). Whitman’s street figure stood against this aesthetic- political 
elite and aimed to liberate the mass from its tyranny. But he did not dissolve the 
representational tyranny altogether. The new “illustrious American” was not a 
businessman or politician; he was a poet; he was—Whitman. In this sense, the 
frontispiece might be Exhibit A in a case about the power and also intractable 
difficulties of democratic portraiture in general and Whitman’s mass-portrait in 
particular.
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During the same period that Whitman was working on the first edition 
of Leaves of Grass, Søren Kierkegaard was worrying about the opposite pole of 
the photographic mass-portrait, the one that overemphasized equality to the 
point of sameness (instead of overemphasizing representativeness to the point of 
hierarchy). Kierkegaard mused, “With the daguerreotype, everyone will be able 
to have their own portrait taken—formerly it was only the prominent; and at the 
same time everything is being done to make us all look exactly the same— so 
that we shall only need one portrait” (quoted in Native Representations, 147). 
In Kierkegaard’s thinking, we will “only need one portrait” for Susan Sontag’s 
reason that “[i]n the open fields of American experience, as catalogued with 
passion by Whitman and as sized up with a shrug by Warhol, everybody is a 
celebrity . . .  no person is more interesting than any other person.”34 Translated 
into the problem of democratic portraiture, the problem of maintaining both 
equality and distinction, Kierkegaard and Sontag diagnose a swerve towards 
equality at the cost of distinction: we will “all look exactly the same”; “no person 
is more interesting than any other  person.” The former, Whitman would deny; 
the latter, he would embrace. Whitman’s trouble is plain: what he wants to affirm 
and deny is the exact same thing—he wants it when it is called “equality” but 
not when it is called “sameness.”

The Portrait-Series

Preparing to write Leaves of Grass, Whitman made a note to himself: “Poem 
of pictures. Each verse presenting a picture of some characteristic scene, event, 
group, or personage—old or new, other countries or our own country.”35 His 
plan to write a poem consisting of a series of portraits and scenes became what 
scholars know as the catalogs of “Song of Myself,” which to some degree pervade 
the whole poem. Oliver Wendell Holmes, an acute reader of Whitman and of 
photography, recognized the use of photographic style in Whitman’s catalog 
poetics, writing in 1891’s Over the Teacups, “He accepts as poetical subjects all 
things alike, common and unclean, without discrimination, miscellaneous. . . . 
He carries the principle of republicanism through the whole world of created 
objects. He will ‘thread a thread through [his] poems,’ he tells us, ‘that no 
one thing in the universe is inferior to another thing’” (234). Whitman accepts 
everything in his sight without classifying or stratifying, like a camera capturing 
pieces of reality in the snapshot aesthetic of photography. This snapshot effect is 
a key hallmark of the portrait-series in “Song of Myself,” along with coordinate 
syntax and paratactic accumulation of sentences. Together they support one 
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pillar of Whitman’s democratic portraiture.
I have described the mass-portrait as metaphoric and the portrait-series 

as metonymic. A related point is that the mass-portrait goes by a logic of identity 
(“I” am the mass), while the portrait-series goes by a logic of contiguity (“I,” 
and this person, and this person, and this thing, and this thing . . . ). For this 
reason, critics have noted the importance of “and” to the catalogs.

“The use of the conjunctive and . . .  serves both to separate and link 
persons and objects in a single nonhierarchical plane,” observes Erkkila; “The 
use and repletion of and is in effect a syntactic enactment of the principle of 
many and one” (98). The portrait-series represents persons, things, and world as 
democratically “linked,” signifying and enacting linkage through the conjunc-
tion “and.” Whitman uses “and” so consistently that it becomes an echoing 
presence in the poem even in its absence, so that we tend to hear it where there 
is only a comma on the page, punctuating an end stopped line in the catalogs. 
“And” is used primarily within lines, as a kind of internal rhyme:

Patriarchs sit at supper with sons and grandsons and great grandsons around them, 
In walls of adobe, in canvass tents, rest hunters and trappers after their day’s sport. 
The city sleeps and the country sleeps,
The living sleep for their time . . . . the dead sleep for their time,
The old husband sleeps by his wife and the young husband sleeps by his wife . . . (23) 

Creating a rhythm and binding lines together, “and” is fundamental to the 
portrait-series’ syntax and logic alike.

Working alongside “and” according to the same logic of contiguity, 
Whitman deploys paratactically listed sentences, where the order could be 
reshuffled with little change in meaning, where no sentence is subordinated 
to another. He reinforces this horizontal democratizing effect with parallelism 
and anaphora, so that a shifting set of words (“the,” “where,” “over,” “upon,” 
“at,” “through,” “pleas’d,” “again”) repeat five-to-forty times in a row at the 
beginning of lines in the way that “and” repeats within lines:

The pure contralto sings in the organloft,
The carpenter dresses his plank . . . . the tongue of his foreplane 
		  whistles its wild ascending lisp,
The married and unmarried children ride home to their thanksgiving dinner, 
The pilot seizes the king-pin, he heaves down with a strong arm,
The mate stands braced in the whaleboat, lance and harpoon are ready, 
The duck-shooter walks by silent and cautious stretches,
The deacons are ordained with crossed hands at the altar,
The spinning-girl retreats and advances to the hum of the big wheel, 
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The farmer stops by the bars of a Sunday and looks at the oats and rye,
The lunatic is carried at last to the asylum a confirmed case . . .  (21)

The portrait-series, then, is marked syntactically by extensive coordination 
within lines and repetition of articles or prepositions at the opening of lines. 
Combined with end-stopped lines devoted to a single image and closing largely 
on commas, these constitute the grammar of the portrait-series. In “Song of 
Myself,” the catalog passages highlight this paratactic grammar and logic, but 
it is used elsewhere and pervades the poem even outside of the long catalogs, so 
that its democratizing effect is always echoing for the reader.36

Beyond grammar, the portrait-series sections are structured by a certain 
photographic aesthetic. One might presume that if Whitman lived a thousand 
years, he would have kept expanding his portrait-series without limit, like a photo 
album with no last page. In Kierkegaard’s critique and in other contemporary 
accounts such as Herman Melville’s Pierre (1852), this everyone-has-their-da-
guerreotype-taken motif results in the oblivion of distinction. In “Song of 
Myself,” because the theoretically limitless series of portraits is bracketed by the 
mass-portrait, the series carries a rationale and a purpose that preserves it from 
oblivionating digression: the many portraits are the vital legitimating content of 
the mass-portrait, bridging the gap between the abstraction of the mass and the 
narcissism of the “I.” The portrait-series is the alphabet filling in between the 
alpha-and-omega totalization of the mass-portrait, supplying human scale and 
middle ground, a language beyond hyperbolic extremes. Context is everything 
here, for without the mass-portrait—if “Song of Myself” was made up only of 
catalogs—that would justify a reading of Whitman’s democratic portraiture as a 
morass of unorganized fragments. In context, as if fulfilling the promise to “not 
have a single person slighted or left away” (25), the portrait-series is purposeful, 
preserving distinction and the independence of individuals within the collective.

In addition to what we have seen of the frontispiece, Whitman ties the 
portrait-series to the mass-portrait repeatedly and in various ways, bonding 
them as closely as possible, typically through his “I.” At the end of the long 
catalog in what would become section 15, the speaker tells us, “And these one 
and all tend inward to me, and I tend outward to them, / And such as it is to be 
of these more or less I am” (23). In the second line, he summarizes the series of 
portraits by affirming he is one of them, a member of the crowd. But in the first 
line he also situates himself outside of the series and larger, with a gravitational 
force matching its own, so that a gravitational “tending” inward and outward 
connects them. In one instance, he is part of the portrait-series, in the other, 
part of the mass-portrait. “I” bridges the two.
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This overlapping “I” can make it tricky to recognize the mass-portrait 
and the portrait-series as distinct ways of thinking and representing political 
formation. Because Whitman uses himself as a figure in both, they seem to blur 
not just aesthetically but also conceptually. Larzer Ziff, for example, argues that 
Whitman “masters” the democratic paradox of individual and mass by “realizing 
it as a strong, seminal flow which diffuses a succession of sweet forms, rather 
than as a form itself, a structure forever threatened by the antagonism of its 
parts.”37 Ziff takes “the succession of sweet forms” (the catalogs, the portrait-se-
ries) as the totality of Whitman’s method, to the exclusion of structure (the 
mass-portrait). This kind of reading explains much about the conflicting critical 
accounts of “Song of Myself,” such that one sometimes feels one is reading about 
different poems. Critics assume there is one method at work and they emphasize 
it, effectively subordinating and sometimes ignoring the other method, whether 
that is the “flow” of the series or the dominating structure of the mass-portrait. 
But the series of portraits in the catalogs are not part of the binary mass-por-
trait proposition contained in “One’s-Self I sing, a simple separate person, / Yet 
utter the word Democratic, the word En-Masse,” or vice-versa; these constitute 
distinct aesthetic-political images that are complementary to each other. In the 
mass-portrait, the “I” finds its characteristic position as the large-scale self-por-
trait frontispiece, holding the reader’s attention as the representative illustrious 
American workingman. In the portrait-series, the “I” finds its characteristic 
position as the small-scale snapshot of Whitman among a crowd of other snap-
shots all flowing rapidly before the reader’s attention, or as one image among 
many on the thickly stacked walls of New York’s portrait galleries.38 

Regarding the portrait-series in particular, a set of nineteenth-century 
debates around whether photography could be considered an art sheds light on 
ongoing debates about whether Whitman’s catalog poetics could be considered 
good art. This strain of criticism was first taken up by the New Critics and others 
who found Whitman unfitted to their uses. The issues involved include speci-
ficity and selectivity. Folsom takes a line from the Preface, “He judges not as the 
judge judges but as the sun falling around a helpless thing” (v), to indicate the 
indulgent qualities of photographic imagination in the catalogs: “The lens and 
the light sensitive field were radically democratic; they absorbed what the light 
revealed” (Native Representations, 105). Whitman presents the portrait-series 
catalogs as if he were simply “absorbing what the light revealed” and recasting it 
in multiple rapid—but perhaps inadequately developed—images. Matthiessen, 
though rarely severely critical of Whitman, observes, “For the distinguishing 
gesture, the particular emphases of look and bearing that are the main preoc-
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cupation of the portrait painter, Whitman had no sustained gift, any more than 
he had for the detailed characterizations of the novelist” (612). The point is well 
taken as regards the portrait-series. Each snapshot was composed in a single 
long line, measurable in one breath per line, and did not afford time or space to 
fill in extensive detail. This brings us back to my larger point, however, that if 
the whole of “Song of Myself” consisted only of catalogs, many criticisms of the 
work would be more valid than they are. In fact, there is more to the poem than 
the one-line snapshots of the portrait-series. For example, would Matthiessen 
describe the frontispiece portrait as failing to convey a particular “look and 
bearing?”

Aside from detail, or lack thereof, the question in both photography and 
Whitman’s portrait-series was selectivity. Could a practice that made no distinc-
tion between significant and insignificant objects be considered art? Painters, 
who had always specialized in selecting out the random to emphasize the mean-
ingful, argued defensively that photography could never match them. Although 
Whitman appreciated painting, he sided with photographers in this dispute, 
on the grounds that photography was indeed nonselective and, precisely for 
that reason, democratic and desirable—an art to match the times, an art of the 
modern. If democratic art did not conform to aristocratic conventions of hierar-
chic selectivity, so much the better. I would argue that, indeed, photography and 
poetry do not necessarily lose artistic power by losing selectivity, nor does demo-
cratic portraiture—so long as counterbalancing formal features are in place to 
preclude mere randomness. And, whereas some critics complain about the lack 
of depth accorded each person in the series, the limited time onstage before the 
viewer’s eyes in the catalogs may actually make each image more portrait-like, in 
the sense that portraits are single images of a person, not narrative digressions 
about a person.

Naturally, there are various accounts of the reason for Whitman’s failure 
to linger in the portrait-series sections. Pollak, for example, finds its causes in 
the psychology of the author: “Whitman’s style, with its nervous profusion of 
images, tends to move us away from any particular scene or gender or erotic 
desire before we have had a chance to examine it fully. . . . [T]he more highly 
individuated persona quickly escapes into the out of doors, where he finds a 
reason for being” (88-89). Rather than choosing an aesthetic-political intention, 
Whitman here acts out of compulsion, fleeing “thoughts and feelings he cannot 
endure” (Pollak, 91). Even if the causes are on some level psychological, I argue 
that the rapid, snapshot style movement of the portrait-series passages serves 
to efficiently produce a crowd within the poem, in part validating Whitman’s 
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claim to deliver democratic representation, and alleviating the tendency of his 
self-portrait to overpower with its representativeness.

Through the mass-portrait and the portrait-series, Whitman answers 
many of the questions regarding trees and grass with which we began. Despite 
its reputation, “Song of Myself” is really not a grasspoem but a grass-and-trees 
poem. Whitman combines and balances the order of the tree with the equality 
of the grass, while counteracting the hierarchy of the tree and the monotony and 
malleability of the grass. Drawing on the metaphoric and metonymic logics of 
photography, and developing a multivalent display of portrait-images, Whitman’s 
formal innovations in combining mass-portrait and portrait-series in “Song of 
Myself” generate critical puzzles and account in part for the poem’s enduring 
aesthetic-political resonance. Kathryn Walkiewicz, in “Portraits and Politics,” 
has pointed out how later in his career Whitman used racialized portraiture “in 
an attempt to justify large-scale United states military invasions and genocidal 
projects.”39 In 1855, he displayed no such intentions, but tried rather to offer 
portraiture in a fully egalitarian form. 

However, as egalitarian as its intentions may be, and as impressive as is 
its imaginative scope, “Song of Myself” nonetheless fails to address certain 
serious problems when it comes to race and gender. While the analogy between 
portraits and plants is not perfect, thinking about grass and trees helps us see 
what Whitman’s portrait formations can and cannot do in terms of picturing 
radically inclusive democracy. By folding in the portrait-series, Whitman’s 
poetry is able to reimagine the grass as multi-hued instead of a uniform green, 
as if each leaf of the grass had a distinguishing individuality. Here, Whitman can 
fit himself in as one leaf among equals in a diverse field among all colors, shapes, 
sizes, and genders. The mass-portrait, on the other hand, is like a tree in which 
Whitman is the trunk and the masses are the leaves. The problem is plain: the 
leaves of the tree can be any combination of genders and races and colors and 
sizes Whitman wishes to enumerate, but the trunk is always white and male.40 
This tells us something significant about the horizon of Whitman’s universalism 
and the limits of the inclusivity of his democratic portraiture. In the frontispiece 
portrait, Whitman is a common workingman, “one of the roughs” (29), but one 
of the white roughs, a white workingman. His interweaving of mass-portrait 
and portrait-series may produce the effect of transcending class, but it does not 
produce the effect of transcending race and gender—at least in the seat of power.
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David Grant. “The Disenthralled Hosts of Freedom”: Party Prophecy in the 
Ante-bellum Editions of Leaves of Grass. Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 
2021. Iowa Whitman Series. 

In The Disenthralled Hosts of Freedom, David Grant presents a fascinating and 
thought-provoking reassessment of Whitman’s antebellum output through an 
extensive reading of the poet’s 1856 political tract, The Eighteenth Presidency! 
and the early editions of Leaves of Grass. While compelling, his conclusions leave 
Whitman scholarship in a peculiar place in the political landscape of 2021, since 
Grant’s primary intervention in the theoretical debate surrounding Whitman’s 
early works concerns the poet’s relationship to Republican party discourse—a 
conspicuously absent area of criticism in the pale of earlier work by Bill Hardwig 
and Robert J. Scholnick, as noted by Grant. Where those earlier works focused 
on Whitman in relation to the Whigs and the Democrats, the positionality of 
Whitman within the discursive formations of Republican rhetoric proves a more 
challenging task, and not simply because the proximity of Whitman to party is 
already a contestable field in a historical sense. Any argument proposing Whit-
man’s relationship to party becomes difficult precisely because the formal move-
ments of Leaves of Grass present a politically minded text without attributing 
that political mind to any one party. Indeed, Grant highlights the “absence of 
those party signs in Leaves of Grass” as a critical point of his study regarding the 
salience of The Eighteenth Presidency!, a tract “so unqualifiedly Republican” that 
still shares “many of the tropes, associations, and national representations of 
his great poetry cycle.” How then, Grant asks, can scholars “account for those 
features common to the two works when they are shorn of their clear party 
markers?”

The poet’s style is consistent throughout the many iterations of Leaves 
of Grass. Recapitulating backwards, however, with a reading of The Eighteenth 
Presidency! as a politicized reorientation forward through Leaves of Grass, Grant 
considers the maneuvers of Whitman’s poetry in its use of multiple political 
tropes that existed as part of Republican discourse as well as the wider polit-
ical battleground of the period: the tropes of “sovereign labor” in relation to 
the antislavery movement implicating the individual in self-consciousness and 
sovereignty; the typological dimensions of a historical sense between populace 
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and the founding fathers; the “thronging” sense applying itself to the power 
of collectivity; and the collective spirit of defiance in the face of conservative 
obedience. 

Grant’s examination of each of these tropes is stunning, and the book’s 
principal dedication to a reading of Whitman in an antislavery mode is successful, 
with each chapter contributing to a complex political whole. However, in the 
shadow of this developing whole a mesh of content and form begins to take 
shape and slowly works at the distinctions between Whitman and the rhetor-
ical discourse from which Grant’s argument claims he borrows. Alongside his 
general trepidation of seeing Whitman inundated within party contest in the 
early stages of the development of Leaves of Grass, Grant places Whitman in a 
privileged position, a pathos of distance, in relation to party rhetoric. Accordingly, 
Whitman is understood to be in close enough proximity to party discourse to 
“diagnose” social and political ills measure for measure with the Republicans, 
while also standing a far enough distance from that rhetoric to “promise a cure 
[to the ills related to party politics, both in source and instrument] independent 
of those offered by any one of the nation’s competing factions.” Although explic-
itly written in reference to the political project of The Eighteenth Presidency!, 
Grant’s analysis takes the early tract as the archetypal move freeing Whitman 
from party and opening the door to the use of tropes with a “free[dom] to 
abstract them from their source in the campaign contests and hence insinuate 
their new implications more fundamentally into the national imaginary.”

This position functions quite effectively for much of the text, with the first 
chapter identifying Whitman’s use of trope—the condemnation and distance of/
from party—for its effective abstraction and invocation of the people in combat-
ting “narratives of subservience.” These narratives return in the third chapter, 
where Grant considers poetic and party invocations of present relationships to 
the founding fathers. Similarly, Grant’s second chapter configures the historical 
context of Republican “free labor” as a touchstone-figure for the antislavery 
movement—a figure of progress that invokes the Republican standards of 
self-determination alongside political community threatened by the potential 
spread of slavery into the west. In Grant’s reading, for Whitman labor and the 
“labor poem” form the ground for a political sovereignty of embodied action 
given possibility by, and giving meaning to, the criticisms of party found in his 
first chapter. In Grant’s third chapter, however, the question of labor gives rise to 
the question of slavery, but now with the rhetorical trope of “the founders’ revo-
lutionary achievement.” Here, through a trope that reduces by “universal and 
pervasive” use its distinctions in deployment, the Republican Party found itself 
positioned to assert a dedication to the founders’ vision which had otherwise 
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been “inadequate” and ineffective. In this regard, Whitman’s work is intensely 
focused on the antislavery movement and the maneuvering of political rhetoric 
to reverse political consensus in relation to the founders’ goals. Where any party 
had the ability to use the trope to declare the “conservative” necessity of the 
founder’s vision (thereby, a call to non-action or sovereignty) or the heralding of 
fulfillment (of the father’s successes and sacrifices), Whitman’s rhetoric was able 
to mend together antislavery politics and the compulsive, spontaneous necessity 
of action. As Grant puts it, “memory and performance thrive in a reproduc-
tive system where the undernourishment of one would starve the other. The 
Revolution will have happened only when treated as a herald of what the people 
must immediately do.”  

Each of Grant’s prospective “tropes” offers something—often an ideolog-
ical or social effect—unable to be treated in similar terms toward similar aims 
in party discourse. Such is especially the case in the fourth and fifth chapters 
where Grant offers readings of Whitman’s “Poem of the Road,” a poem he 
suggests throngs the collective while deferring to “Calamus” its realization into 
a post-universally binding community. It is in the “Calamus” poems that these 
affective dimensions of community, like sovereign labor and the typological 
reading of the founders, become a “call for action” rather than a “medium and 
the motivation for political restraint.” Thus Grant shows Whitman charging 
tropes into enriching and embodying tools for political struggle which, despite 
these transformations, still leaves a “debt” owed to the “affiliation” with a partic-
ular set of distilled Republican operations, reinvigorated by the possibilities of 
the party from which Whitman seemingly worked so hard to distance himself. 
It is here where Whitman himself becomes the potentially appropriated and 
reinvigorated “trope” that leaves Grant’s argument in a difficult position. 

As he concludes his theoretical narrative, Grant considers the impetus 
of consciousness in party discourse as that which spells out the conditions of 
possibility for partisan struggle towards “completing and hence truly realizing 
the Revolution.” Channeling the idea of “becoming,” he writes:

In a party’s own representations, less important than any contest for power was the conver-
sion narrative that would decide that contest: each voter traveling down a course from inertia, 
isolation, and incoherent outrage toward recognition, awakening, affiliation, and redemption. 
. . . No matter how fantastical this narrative appears, it authorizes us to treat party discourse 
as an important part of the rhetorical field to which other varieties of nineteenth-century 
national self-fashioning belong.

Here, precisely, is the crux of Grant’s project: the narrative he offers is 
not “fantastical.” Rather, what appears fantastical—the non-linear yet multi-
staged process of becoming, with its end not a prescribed party initiative but 
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the product of a reinvigorated populace with the conditions of reconciliatory 
redemption present to it—is all too familiar in contemporaneous frames outside
the context of the antislavery movement. Without the fantastical element of the 
argument, then, there lies a consistent gap in the formal dimensions of what 
Whitman offers. Where Grant proposes such a “conversion narrative” as poten-
tially “fantastical,” he claims the value of his position lies in the “author[ization]” 
of an approach to a discursive field which has already occurred—it is an authori-
zation and discursive uncovering that has given space to the approach he offers, 
but that works against Whitman’s poetry.

It is apt to return at this point to Grant’s introductory maneuvers throughout 
his reading of The Eighteenth Presidency! that offer differing perspectives on 
Whitman’s relation to political discourse. “Echoes of [George Frederickson’s 
1965 reading] that the tract floated free from party,” he argues, “can be nuanced 
or unqualified. They range from Betsy Erkkila’s balanced conclusion that ‘[a]
lthough Whitman was closest in his views to Fremont’s Free-Soil platform, in 
The Eighteenth Presidency! he refuses to identify with any particular political 
party’ to a more extreme position that the denunciation of party amounts to 
a renunciation of political involvement.” We should ask whether what Grant 
offers is inadvertently—in a reversed form of his own argument on Whitman—
an extreme position on the poet’s early “debts” to Republican party discourse 
through his empty, non-ideological yet functional, and undoubtedly political, 
use of formal tropes borrowed from and channeled through their discursive 
frame. The “fantastical” work at play in The Disenthralled Hosts of Freedom is not 
the developmental model it traces in Whitman, then, but its seeing in Whitman 
a continued dialectical enmeshing of a form/content distinction that disguises 
as much as it reveals. For all that Grant’s analysis does to position Whitman’s 
politics outside the frame of Republicanism—with resemblance and iteration 
rather than repetition and translation (however much “translation” seems to 
be an apt conceptual position to consider difference)—its excellent aesthetic 
arguments leave Whitman entrenched within the interlocked tropes and formal 
rhetorical devices of the party.

In this sense, Grant’s novel opening of discourse in the spaces between 
the works of Hardwig and Scholnick is an enclosure around Whitman in which 
poet and party form a system home to “thronging,” affective community, typo-
logical relation to the forefathers, and a spontaneous self-directing labour, all 
ostensibly emptied of their Republican ideological content, yet incomprehen-
sible as prophetic tropes without their framing within that field of discourse. 
Moreover, such an enclosure presents a Whitman whose early poetic output 
succumbs to and reproduces a set of ideological maneuvers that further a 
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redemption narrative distinct from its antislavery origins and which lends its 
voice to those left “articulat[ing] the most extravagant claims of national regen-
eration.” However, when examined as a rhetoric beyond the intentional thrust 
of an antislavery discourse of redemption—that is, when examined through the 
dialectical process of Grant’s analysis—Whitman’s prospective politics (and 
enjoining rhetoric) become devoid of any such “claims of natural regeneration.” 
Instead, Grant allows them to exist in a rhetorical field populated by “claims” 
ironically emptied of rhetorical necessity. Despite these challenges, David 
Grant’s work offers an invigorating and complex set of political and aesthetic 
interrogations of Whitman’s poetic output which ask us to reconsider and take 
seriously the poet’s relationship with Republican discourse. In taking such a 
possibility seriously, however, we must consider whether the use of rhetorical 
tropes that are perpendicular to a certain discursive arena—through a note-
worthy and all-too-emphasized and equivocal distance and proximity—may yet 
leave the rhetorician both buried in its trappings and inadvertently free from 
more radical, even conservative, poetic potential.

State University of New York at Albany				 Andrew Butt

*

Walt Whitman. Lebenseiche, moosbehangen. Live Oak, with Moss, translated 
and edited by Heinrich Detering. Aachen: Rimbaud, 2021. 70pp. 

Heinrich Detering, professor of Modern German and Comparative Literature 
Studies at Georg-August-Universität Göttingen, has worked, or is working  on, 
a variety of topics, including ecocritical and gay literature, and the writings 
of Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Mann, Bertolt Brecht, and Günter Grass. A 
poet himself, he is also a translator who has rendered Bob Dylan’s poems and 
prose into German. Now he has come out with a small but interesting bilingual 
edition of a cycle of Whitman’s poems that until recently was primarily known 
only to Whitman specialists.

Live Oak, with Moss is a cycle of twelve manuscript poems headed with 
Roman numerals which are part of University of Virginia Valentine-Barrett 
collection. It includes such poems as those Whitman would later entitle “I Saw 
in Louisiana a Live-Oak Growing,” “What Think you I take my Pen in Hand 
to Record” and “When I Heard at the Close of the Day,” that center on the 
poet’s emotional relationship with another man. Whitman at one point probably 
considered this work an integral whole to be published in that format and order. 
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considered this work an integral whole to be published in that format and order. 
For reasons unknown, however, he never published the sequence and instead 
included the poems, with some changes and in a completely different order—
including the omission of two poems, “Hours continuing long, sore and heavy-
hearted” and “Long I thought that knowledge alone would suffice me”—in the 
new “Calamus” section of the third edition of Leaves of Grass in 1860. This 
has led to a discussion over whether Whitman possibly “censored” his lyrical 
coming out by diluting the homoerotic plot of the Live Oak, with Moss into the 
larger “Calamus.”

The bilingual edition presented by Detering contains not only the original 
texts and the translations, but (also bilingual) variants of and annotations on the 
text, as well as a commentary characterizing the speaker of these poems as a 
“highly nuanced and manifold persona, . . . less aimed at external representation 
than at intimate subjectivity . . . a longing, loving and desiring individual named 
Walt Whitman.” Emphasizing that “in the density and brevity of the sequence” 
of these poems “Whitman’s amorous protagonists go beyond the borders of 
the human species,” the plant symbolism (including its botantical title) leads 
to an “equally erotic and environmental poetry, erotic poetry that is also envi-
ronmental”: “The trees, the landscapes and the embraces, the wanderers and 
the words, they all prove to be protagonists of a sole indestructible network in 
the poetic-erotic ecology of Whitman’s sequence.” In order to show “how the 
rhizome of relations inexorably branches out until finally it has encompassed all 
poems,” Detering adds five poems from later editions of Leaves, including “Are 
You the New Person Drawn toward Me?” and “To Him That was Crucified.”

Detering’s translation brings across the intimacy and passion of these 
poems. By de-capitalizing German nouns, oftentimes a marker for experimen-
tality in German poetry and literature at large, the poetic text here becomes more 
private and coherent. Whereas German nouns normally stand out, here they 
contribute to the cycle’s erotic universalism. The translation also uses male-gen-
dered versions of words like “friend” and “lover,” which are grammatically 
gender-neutral in English, to emphasize the homoerotic quality of these poems.  
Even in places where a more universal word might be suitable, Detering tends 
to use gendered language, as when using “Mann” (male) for “man” where Hans 
Reisiger’s translation, Walt Whitmans Werk (Berlin: S. Fischer Verlag, 1922)—
which equally stressed the male-sexual dimension of Whitman’s poetry—used 
the word “Mensch” (human being). On the lexical level, there are a few—but 
not many—significant semantic variations, for example when “robust friends” 
become “inseparable friends” (“unzertrennliche Freunde”).

The book is volume 132 of a series called “Lyrik-Taschenbuch” (poetry 
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paperback)  published by Rimbaud publishers in Aachen, a city at the border 
triangle of Germany, Belgium, and France. Rimbaud’s publishing record—
some 600 titles since 1981—reflects its location at a central European intersec-
tion. Obviously, there are Modernist (or pre-modernist) authors like Rimbaud 
himself, or Ezra Pound, García Lorca, and Marianne Moore. There is an 
amazing series of more than 100 volumes of writers, mostly poets, from the 
Bukovina, a historical region at the extremely dynamic border between Eastern 
and Central Europe (Mitteleuropa), with Czernovitz (Chernivtsi) as its literary 
capital. Situated at the Eastern outskirts of the Hapsburg Empire, later in an  
uncertain tension between Romania and the Ukraine, Bukovina authors, most of 
them Jewish, often are, or should be, part of the world literary canon: headed by 
literary personalities such Paul Celan, Rose Ausländer, and Aharon Appelfeld, 
there is much that can be discovered in this collection and in Rimbaud’s many 
other literary worlds.

This extraordinary publishing firm, one of whose areas of specialty is gay 
literature, also focuses on a select group of nineteenth-century authors who were 
modern even in their own time: Goethe, of course, Heinrich Heine, and Georg 
Büchner among the Germans and—Walt Whitman. In 2011, Rimbaud published 
a bilingual Whitman volume entitled Liebesgedichte—Love Poems, which is now 
in its third edition. It assembles poems fitting this very flexible category from 
the “Calamus” and “Children of Adam” series, along with a number of others. 
The title of this collection alone forces one to rethink Whitman’s poetry, since 
the author himself never used the generic term “love poetry,” and the collection 
thwarts the differentiation into two variants, “homosexual” and “heterosexual.” 
The polarizing categories are abolished: all you need is love. The translator, 
Frank Schablewski, a poet himself, calls his work a “literary adaption” rather 
than a translation—more explicit than Reisiger, but also more willing to depart 
from the monosemantic paths.

If one of the largest German publishing firms, Hanser, has done German 
Whitman readers the favor of publishing the first complete, though monolin-
gual, German version of the deathbed edition, Rimbaud is proving to be an 
innovative new German home for Whitman’s work that is located outside the  
Deathbed Edition. The firm is already planning its next two Whitman books—
the first German translation of the 1855 Leaves of Grass and a new edition of 
Specimen Days, last published in the German Democratic Republic in 1985. 
The multitudes Whitman contains are beginning to be opened up to German 
readers.

TU Dortmund University					     Walter Grünzweig
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Behnam M. Fomeshi. The Persian Whitman: Beyond a Literary Reception. Leiden: 
Leiden University Press, 2019, 256 pp.					   

In the long history of world poetry, a few poets—often because they were far 
ahead of their time—were neglected, ostracized, and even hated during their 
lifetimes, and the importance of their poetry was only belatedly recognized and 
appreciated. Walt Whitman is a notable case in point. While not properly appre-
ciated in his lifetime, his poetry was received warmly in the twentieth century 
not only in the U.S. but also around the world, and his absorption into other 
languages and cultures—from Germany to Brazil to Italy to China to France 
and beyond—has been the subject of numerous books and essays over the past 
twenty-five years. Now we can add Iran to the list.

Siegbert S. Prawer, in his Comparative Literary Studies: An Introduction 
(1973), made the point that “[s]tudies of reception, diffusion and literary fortune, 
form an important part of comparative studies. In the wrong hands they degen-
erate, all too easily, into mechanical catalogues; … scholars engaging in this 
kind of exercise have first to collect and then interpret.” Behnam Fomeshi, a 
well-versed comparatist, deftly performs these two comparativist acts—collec-
tion and interpretation of the translations of the works of a certain author in 
a certain period—in The Persian Whitman. Fomeshi investigates in detail the 
reception of Whitman’s poetry during almost a century—from 1922 to 2019—
in Iran. So, as the subtitle of the book rightly indicates, the study goes “beyond 
a literary reception” because it also covers the social, political, and ideological 
background of the Iranian encounter with Whitman. Fomeshi has examined 
all the book-length and fragmentary Persian translations of Whitman, except 
for one: Hassan Shahbaz’s translation of four poems published in A Survey in 
World Most Famous Books, volume one (1974). (As Fomeshi shows, all such frag-
mentary translations contributed, however slightly, to the continuation of the 
presence of Whitman’s poetry in Iran.)

The Persian Whitman is comprised of an introduction, nine chapters, a 
conclusion, and an appendix—“a chronology of sociopolitical and literary events 
of modern Iran interspersed with significant dates in Whitman’s reception.” The 
book is an interdisciplinary study, dealing with comparative literature (recep-
tion studies and imagology) and literary criticism (New Historicism), as well 
as with translation studies (translation and ideology and Genette’s paratextual 
elements).

The first three chapters focus on Whitman’s turbulent life, his unusual 
poetic innovations, and his literary, social, and political contexts, including the 
dominant discourses of nineteenth-century U.S. democracy and nationalism. 
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Fomeshi aims primarily to connect Whitman’s poetic career to his reception in 
Iran. Although these chapters are informative, they are too long for a study like 
this one. A potential future edition might condense them into a single chapter.

Reception studies of a writer in another culture focus chiefly on the 
translation of the author’s works into the target language; accordingly, Fomeshi 
devotes the fourth chapter to an examination of the first Persian translation of 
Whitman, “The Big City” by Yusef Etesami (1874-1938). This translation is in 
fact an excerpt from “Song of the Broad-Axe” and consists of the last two lines of 
the fourth section of the poem together with the subsequent section. Because of 
religious and political reasons, or perhaps official censorship or self-censorship, 
the translation provides only a modified version of Whitman’s poetry, with some 
lines left out to correspond with “the country’s constitutional movement towards 
democracy.” It is also noteworthy that Etesami’s translation was reprinted in a 
well-known anthology, Hamidi Shirazi’s The Sea of Gem (1955), which has gone 
through ten editions and has contributed to Whitman’s continuing presence in 
Iran.

The fifth chapter discusses the relationship between the rise of Persian 
literary modernism and the emergence of Whitman in Iran. According to Nima 
Yushij (1897-1960), the father of the New Poetry modernist school, Persian 
poets turned to some modern European (notably French) poets as well as 
to Whitman, the first modern American poet, to modernize Persian poetry. 
Fomeshi focuses on a section from Nima’s The Value of Feelings to analyze how 
Nima read Whitman and to elaborate on his poetic innovation and modern 
poetics, showing how Nima used the “urban” aspect and the loose structure—
without meter and rhyme—of Whitman’s poetry to break with traditional norms 
of Persian poetry and to justify his own unorthodox poetic innovations and 
poetic discourse. 

Next, Fomeshi takes up an “unexplored field”—the literary relationship 
between poet Parvin Etesami (1907-1941) and Whitman. Fomeshi suggests 
that Whitman’s “A Noiseless Patient Spider” was Parvin’s source of inspiration 
in writing the poem “God’s Weaver,” and argues that Parvin’s poem can be 
regarded as an artistic adaptation, not a superficial copy, written in the form 
of a debate incorporating elements from mystical Persian poetry, her personal 
life, and her zeitgeist to appropriate or “naturalize” it. According to Fomeshi, 
“Parvin might have come across ‘A Noiseless Patient Spider’ in her student 
days in the American school for girls in Tehran”—a claim that is not well-doc-
umented. It is difficult to find clear answers to the question of direct influence, 
and the comparatist must refer to the author’s autobiography, interviews, diaries, 
and so on to find a clue. Without evidence, it is an unsupportable assumption. 
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Rather, it is fair to conclude that the Whitman/Parvin comparison is a study in 
analogies or parallels rather than direct influence. According to scholar Ahmad 
Karimi-Hakkak, Attar’s parable of the spider in The Conference of the Birds was 
another source of inspiration to Parvin: “To me, Parvin has read Attar’s parable 
of the spider and in writing his ‘God’s Weaver’ was under his influence” (Bud 
O Nemud Sokhan.Tehran [2015], 232). Fomeshi, however, does not take Attar’s 
work into consideration.

Chapter 7 focuses on the association between Nima and Whitman that 
owes much to the literary and political activities of Ehsan Tabari (1917-1989) 
in the 1940s. Tabari was among the first translators of Whitman for Persian 
readers and had both familial and literary relations with Nima, all of which 
“link the two modern poets under the leftist discourse in Persian literary and 
intellectual circles.” Using Genette’s paratextual elements (the epitext and the 
peritext), Fomeshi bridges comparative literature and translation studies to shed 
more light on Whitman’s reception in Iran. Of particular importance is the 
contribution of Sukhan, a leading and widely read journal where Tabari’s short 
introduction on Whitman and two translations by “M. M.” appeared. Fomeshi 
believes that “Nima was so pleased with the introduction that he wrote a letter 
to Tabari and thanked him for his interpretation of the poem.” The docu-
ments themselves, however, show the opposite. According to well-known Nima 
scholar Sirus Tahbaz, “this introduction made Nima very angry, and he wrote 
a letter back to Tabari” that put an end to his collaboration with the periodical 
(Kamandar-I Buzurg-I Kuhsaran [2008], 723).

Fomeshi’s next chapter, a study in imagology, provides an answer to the 
question “What does the Persian Whitman look like?” By “image” Fomeshi 
means “both visual representations, such as pictures or photographs, and the 
mental conceptions held in common by members of a group.” This chapter, 
dealing with translation of the writer’s “image” in Iran, is the most creative 
and innovative part of the book, scrutinizing the front covers of two recent 
book-length Persian translations of Whitman by Farid Ghadami (2010) and 
Mohsen Tohidian (2011). According to Fomeshi, the front covers present the 
American poet as a sage or a mystic, comparable to the image Iranians have of 
the Persian poets. Fomeshi neglects, however, the front cover of a recent book-
length Persian translation of Whitman by Mansoreh Bakvaie (2016), which 
would further support his ideas. It is also worth mentioning that the front cover 
of the 2019 edition of Parham’s translation of Whitman and the front cover of the 
Persian translation of the Cambridge Introduction to Whitman (trans. Razieh 
Sarmadi [2019]), both published after The Persian Whitman appeared, also 
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support Fomeshi’s reading of the image of the Persian Whitman. What is more, 
the front cover of the 2002 edition of Parham’s translation of Whitman designed 
by Farshid Mesghali (1943- ) and inspired by a line from “A Song of Joys,” while 
not an image of Whitman, represents a different aspect of W hitman’s poetry 
and character than that which Fomeshi addresses. Interestingly, the front cover 
of The Persian Whitman—a reproduction of a Civil War photograph—displays 
the prematurely old and wise poet, the exact picture that the Persian reader 
wants to see. In this picture, Whitman gazes into a distant vista, where perhaps 
he can dimly make out the ultimate success of American democracy, even while 
the war rages around him.  

The penultimate chapter studies Farid Ghadami’s (1985- ) 2010 transla-
tion of fifteen Whitman poems and delves into the intricate relationship between 
Persian poetry and Iranian politics, exploring the interactions between the 
opposing discourses in modern Iran post-2009. From here, Fomeshi concludes 
the book by examining Whitman’s increasing presence in Iranian academia and 
his growing presence on the Web. There are two minor errors in this final 
chapter. First, Fomeshi claims that “Sipihri was familiar with Whitman; the 
many instances of anaphora . . . might have been a single indication of this 
famil-iarity,” but, again, there is no proof for this claim. While anaphora is one 
of Whitman’s favorite literary devices, this does not mean that Sipihri necessarily 
borrowed it from Whitman, since Sipihri may have known examples of 
anaphora in Persian literature—as in some poems by Rumi. Second, Fomeshi 
claims that Tabari “wrote an introduction to Whitman and translated three 
poems of the American poet.” Tabari in fact wrote a one-page introduction on 
M. M.’s trans-lation of “When I Peruse the Conquer’d Fame” and “As I Lay 
with My Head in Your Lap Camerado,” which were published in Sukhan, but 
he translated only “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking,” which appeared in 
Name Mardum.

The Persian Whitman is a methodologically innovative, original, and 
well-documented interdisciplinary study. The author’s ideas, interpretations, 
and conclusions are logical and convincing. More importantly, the book is full 
of innovative readings of both familiar and overlooked materials. Despite a few 
unnecessary repetitions, The Persian Whitman is a well-organized book, enjoy-
able to read and full of valuable information. It will be useful to those interested 
in Iranian studies, comparative literature, translation studies, American litera-
ture, and Modern Persian Literature.

Bu-Ali Sina University (Hamedan, Iran)			 Mostafa Hosseini
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Walt Whitman: An Annotated Bibliography 

Alghamdi, Mohammed Ghazi. “The Transparent Eyeball of the Nation: Walt Whitman’s 
Imagined Nation in ‘Song of Myself.’” Acta Poetica 42 (July-December 2021), 129-
145. [Examines “the poet as an individual and offers a close reading of his style and
the speaker in all editions of ‘Song of Myself,’ asserting how Whitman’s poem is a
transparent eyeball of the nation” as well as “a national song—an American one” that
nonetheless “breaks with literary and political limits and the sovereignty of the nation”
and “revolutionizes American lyrics.”]

Anzini, Patrícia. “Was Whitman ‘Betrayed’ in Brazil? Geir Campos, Ana Cristina Cesar, and 
the 1983 Chopping Up of Leaves of Grass.” Walt Whitman Quarterly Review 39 (Summer 
2021), 51-54. [Examines the striking case of Brazilian poet Geir Campos’s 1964 trans-
lation into Brazilian Portuguese of Whitman’s poetry, and then his 1983 re-translation 
of that poetry; compares the two books and assesses Campos’s own explanations of why 
he did a re-translation; then seeks to answer why Campos did a re-translation by ana-
lyzing the review of the 1983 re-translation by Brazilian poet Ana Cristina Cesar, who 
condemns Campos’s “leafy choppings-up” of Whitman’s work; appends a translation of 
Cesar’s 1983 review (55-58), listed separately in this bibliography.]

Bair, Barbara. Review of Zachary Turpin and Matt Miller, eds., Every Hour, Every Atom: 
A Collection of Walt Whitman’s Early Notebooks and Fragments. Walt Whitman Quarterly 
Review 39 (Summer 2021), 73-77.

Barney, Brett. “TEI, the Walt Whitman Archive, and the Test of Time.” TEI: Journal of the 
Text Encoding Initiative no. 13 (May 2020), openedition.org/jtei/3249. [Reviews the use 
of TEI on the Walt Whitman Archive (whitmanarchive.org) since 2000 and examines 
problems in “TEI’s relatively new provisions for encoding temporality”; offers sugges-
tions for ways “to leverage [TEI’s] potential to encode the temporal characteristics and 
relationships among various manuscript and print instances”; uses as a case study mul-
tiple manuscripts of a passage from the poem that Whitman eventually entitled “The 
Sleepers.”]

Bernabe, Rafael. Walt Whitman and His Caribbean Interlocutors: José Martí, C.L.R. James, 
and Pedro Mir: Song and Counter-Song. Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2021. [Offers a 
Marxist reading of Whitman (“Whitman was the poet of an expanding capitalist econ-
omy, of the rise of modern industry and of the formation of a capitalist world market,” 
and “the only passages that can rival Whitman’s celebration of the world created by 
capital are to be found” in works by Marx and Engels), and views Whitman’s challenges 
to American capitalism in relation to the works of three Caribbean writers—Cuban rev-
olutionary José Martí, Trinidadian cultural critic C.L.R. James, and Dominican poet 
Pedro Mir—who all explore “the contradictions of American civilization, the place of 
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Whitman’s work within them, [and] the possible solution to the former and Whitman’s 
potential role in it.”]

Bernardini, Caterina. Transnational Modernity and the Italian Reinvention of Walt Whitman, 
1870-1945. Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2021. [Examines, through a series of 
case studies, the complex story of Whitman’s absorption in Italian culture from 1870 
to 1945, with chapters (or sections of chapters) focusing on writers Enrico Nencioni, 
William Michael Rossetti, Giosuè Carducci, Luigi Gamberale, Ada Negri, Gabriele 
D’Annunzio, Giovanni Pascoli, Sibilla Aleramo (NEMI), Emanuel Carnevali, Dion 
Campana, Cesare Pavese, as well as Whitman’s appearances in the periodical La Voce, 
and the Futurists’ response to and use of Whitman.]

Cesar, Ana Cristina. “The Face, the Body, the Voice.” Walt Whitman Quarterly Review 39 
(Summer 2021), 55-58. [Translation, by Patrícia Anzini and Reginald Gibbons, of 
Brazilian poet Ana Cristina Cesar’s 1983 review of Geir Campos’s 1983 re-translation 
of Whitman’s poetry; the review was originally published in Jornal do Brasil on April 23, 
1983.]

Dahl, Adam. Empire of the People: Settler Colonialism and the Foundations of Modern American 
Thought. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2018. [Parts of Chapter 5, “Slavery 
and the Empire of Free Soil” (127-156), investigate Whitman’s views on the expansion 
of free labor, free-soil ideology, notions of democratic culture and poetic dispossession, 
and settler colonialism; seeks to reveal “the settler colonial dimensions of Whitman’s 
poetics and political thought,” and argues that “democratic poetics and colonial poli-
tics, for Whitman, were closely connected” and that “Whitman’s poetry and political 
prose both reflect and reinforce settler colonial ideologies”; concludes that “Whitman’s 
democratic theory is significantly shaped by the logic of colonial dispossession.”]

Folsom, Ed. “Walt Whitman: An Annotated Bibliography.” Walt Whitman Quarterly Review 
39 (Summer 2021), 78-87.

Garnett, Callie. Wings in Time. Brooklyn, NY: Song Cave, 2021. [Poems, including “On 
Coding Walt Whitman’s Notebook,” a poem generated by the author’s experience en-
coding one of Whitman’s Civil War notebooks: “Words I can’t decipher, but mostly 
words I can. 1863.”]

Gilson, Lisa. Review of Jane Bennett, Influx and Efflux: Writing Up with Walt Whitman. 
Perspectives on Politics 19 (September 2021), 974-976.

Guedes de Oliveira, J. R., ed. Walt Whitman: Poeta e, depois, Profeta [Walt Whitman: Poet 
and, Later, Prophet]. Lisbon, Portugal; and São Paulo, Brazil: Chiado, 2020. [Collects 
various responses to Whitman by a wide array of writers, in tribute to the bicentennial 
of Whitman’s birth, with a prefatory “Notas” (9-12) and afterword (“Razão da Estátua 
da Liberdade na Capa da Obra” [“Reason for the Statue of Liberty on the Cover of 
the Book”], 287-289) by Guedes de Oliveira; illustrations of Whitman by Edgar Ketz 
(15), unidentified artist (16), Maxwell Santos (17), Nori Figueiredo (18), and a gallery 
of photos of Whitman taken from the Walt Whitman Archive (247-285); contributors 
include Peri Brandão (“Canto a Walt Whitman,” 19-21), Alfonso Schmidt (“Walt 
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Whitman,” 23-32), Ivo Barroso (“A Voz Oceânica de Walt Whitman,” 33-38), Gilberto 
Godoy (“Há Multidões Dentro de Mim,” 39-47), Euler de França Belém (“O Beijo na 
Boca dos Poetas Walt Whitman e Oscar Wilde,” 49-56), Max S. Moreira (“Percurso 
de um Poeta,” 57-61), Gerson de Almeida (“Whitman—O Poeta da América,” 63-
71), E. Carrera Guerra (“Walt Whitman Renegado, Honra a Whitman!,” 73-86), Luis 
Dolhnikoff (“Walt Whitman, ou a Ascensão e a Queda da Poesia Moderna,” 87-92), 
André Cechinel (“T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound e Walt Whitman: Dois Pactos,” 93-99), Denise 
Bottmann (“Walt Whitman no Brasil,” 101-104), Pedro Queiróz (“Walt Whitman,” 
105-107), Ronei Antonio Bossolan (“A Vida e Criação Artística de Walt Whitman . . . 
um Momento Surpreendente,” 109-112), Adriano Scandolora (“Alguns Poemas Breves 
de Walt Whitman,” 113-122), Maria A. L. Piai Rosa (“O Ideal Democrático Presente 
nos Poemas de Walt Whitman,” 123-132), Eduardo Pitta, “Walt Whitman e as Folhas 
de Relva,” 133-146), J. R. Guedes de Oliveira, “Whitman—Poesia e Humanismo,” 147-
152), Ignácio Gerber (“De Walt Whitman para Sigmund Freud e Vice-Versa,” 153-166), 
Sérgio Caldieri (“Walt Whitman, o Poeta da Democracia e da América,” 167-172), 
Newton Sabbá Guimarães (“Walt Whitman, o Épico da América: A beleza e força de seus 
versos,” 173-179), Guido Heleno, “Carpen Whitman,” 181-185), Fernando Jorge (“Walt 
Whitman Sonhou um Cristianismo Singular,” 187-191), Antonio Miranda (À Glória 
de Walt Whitman,” 193-196), Mário Faustino (“Walt Whitman,” 197-201), Lyza Brasil 
(“Escrito por Walt Whitman, um Amigo,” 203-206), Paulo Mendes Campos (“Walt 
Whitman,” 207-213), Renato Suttana, trans. (“Uma Hora para a Loucura e a Alegria,” 
215-216; “Uma Saudação de Natal,” 217; “A Terrível Dúvida das Aparências,” 219-220; 
“Eis o que Cantando na Primavera,” 223-225), Tomaz Amorim Izabel, trans. (“Canção 
da Estrada Aberta, de Whitman,” 227-240), J. R. Guedes de Oliveira (“Variações Sobre 
‘Carpe Diem,’ de Walt Whitman,” 241-243; “Tributo a Walt Whitman,” 245-246); all 
in Portuguese.]

Hirsch, Alexander Keller. “Witnessing and Waiting in Walt Whitman’s Democratic Arts of 
Attention.” Humanities 10 no. 3 (June 25, 2021), doi.org/10.3390/h10030085. [Takes 
issue with “democratic theorists” (like Anne Norton and Kaja Silverman) who overstate 
“the extent to which Whitman sacrificed the self in order to exalt the flux of a world 
where the sensed and the sensing collapse into reversibility”; argues instead that in 
“Song of Myself” Whitman “experiments with an arts of attention that adapts the read-
er to the ‘procreant urge of the world,’ in ways that do not abolish the sovereign self, so 
much as refract and expand it”; employs Gilles Deleuze’s ideas to argue that “Whitman 
articulates a poetics of democratic cleaving, a sense of belonging to the world owing to 
an intensified awareness,” one that “is catalyzed by perceptual excitations that take 
shape in spaces of proximity that are also spaces of sundering”; takes issue with Elaine 
Scarry’s notion of “‘opiated adjacency,’ the pleasure-bearing pressure that quickens a 
concern for the welfare of others” and proposes instead that “Whitman’s witnessing and 
waiting provides a way of viewing democracy as something more,” calling “on citizens 
to fashion an act of attention adapted to the world’s surplus aliveness” and encouraging 
“a profound sense of affiliative cleaving that goes beyond ecstatic disintegration or plea-
surable self-loss”; concludes that “Whitman exhibits acts of attention that both cleave 
the world into difference and celebrate effusive relation,” resulting in “a democracy of 
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attunement and interconnectivity, not tragic sacrifice of the self nor transcendent iden-
tity that absorbs difference into an idealized ‘I.’”]

Loving, Jerome. Review of Mark Edmundson, Song of Ourselves: Walt Whitman and the Fight 
for Democracy. Walt Whitman Quarterly Review 39 (Summer 2021), 59-61.

Marsden, Jill. “Poetic Connections: Sympathy and Community in Whitman’s ‘Song of 
Myself.’” Mosaic 53 (September 2020), 23-38. [Builds on work of political theorist Jane 
Bennett and explores how “the modern notion of sympathy as ‘felt sentiment’ is only 
one aspect of the sympathetic impetus of Whitman’s poetry, which also draws from a 
competing vitalist tradition of sympathy as external force of nature,” and argues that, 
“to embrace a ‘community of poetic affects,’ it will be necessary to return to Whitman’s 
catalogues to explore how, in this endlessly drifting form, a new thought of our own 
shoaling is found”; concludes that “Whitman resists the assumption that community 
presupposes identity,” because “it is at best a ‘more or less’ and never a sameness,” and 
Whitman’s idea of community thus “is forged of irreducible otherness,” with “no need 
of a shared fantasy of national identity to sustain it”—“a community of those who have 
nothing in common.”]

McGowan, Tony. Review of Christopher Sten and Tyler Hoffman, eds., “This Mighty 
Convulsion”: Whitman and Melville Write the Civil War. Leviathan 23 (October 2021), 
113-120.

Mong, Derek. Review of Ed Folsom and Christopher Merrill, “The Million Dead, Too, Summ’d 
Up”: Walt Whitman’s Civil War Writings. Walt Whitman Quarterly Review 39 (Summer 
2021), 66-72.

Mong, Derek. “I Know a Man.” Free Verse no. 32 (2021), freeversethejournal.org. [Reviews 
Whitman’s Manly Health and Training (Regan Arts edition), along with Robert Bly’s 
Collected Poems and Christopher Kempf’s Late in the Empire of Men.]

Mudure-Iacob, Ioana. “Requiem for an Identity: Analyzing Representations of the Self in 
‘Song of Myself.’” Studia Universitatis Babes-Bolyai Philologia 66 no. 2 (June 2021), 79-
96. [Seeks to clarify “Whitman’s plethora of identifications in ‘Song of Myself’” by “de-
constructing the representation of identity into four stances—the poetic self, the self as
other, the deistic/heroic self and the bohemian self”: “The validation of the multifaceted
‘I’ embedded in the self-discovery is made by approaching the addressability of I-You
autoscopies, in an attempt to restore identity through the filter of readership.”]

Mullins, Maire, ed. Hannah Whitman Heyde: The Complete Correspondence. Lewisburg, PA: 
Bucknell University Press, 2022. [Collects and reprints all of Whitman’s sister Hannah 
Whitman Heyde’s extant correspondence, from 1852 to 1905; most of the letters are to 
her mother Louisa Van Velsor Whitman and to her brother Walt; with an introduction 
(1-46), “Whitman Family Genealogy” (xv-xvi), and extensive annotations throughout, 
all by Mullins, along with three appendices: “Biographical Sketches of the Whitman 
Family” (187-188), “Obituary of Hannah Whitman Heyde” (189), and “Letters from 
Hannah Whitman Heyde: Dates, Recipents, and Manuscript Sources” (191-194); and 
a bibliography (195-200).]
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Oda, Edson, Director and Screenwriter. Nine Days. Culver City, CA: Sony Pictures, 2021. 
Film. [Supernatural drama about a character named Will who judges souls before they 
inhabit living bodies; at the end of the movie, Will runs across the desert in pursuit of 
Emma, a candidate to be born into a body, reciting lines from “Song of Myself.”]

Olson, Donald Stephen. Oscar and Walt. 2019. [One-act play about the 1882 meeting be-
tween Oscar Wilde and Whitman in Camden, New Jersey; the three characters in the 
play are Wilde, Whitman, and Whitman’s sister-in-law Louisa Whitman; selected Best 
Full-Length Play by the Alliance of Los Angeles Playwrights/West Hollywood Pride 
Reading Festival, with world premiere in Rome, Italy (The English Theatre, 2019), and 
U.S. premiere in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania (City Theatre, 2021).]

Schaefer, Heike. American Literature and Immediacy: Literary Innovation and the Emergence of 
Photography, Film, and Television. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2020. [In what 
the author claims to be “the first extensive study of immediacy effects in American liter-
ature,” Chapter 2, “‘To Exalt the Present and the Real’: Walt Whitman’s Photographic 
Poetry” (69-88), “shows that the desire for immediacy is not unique to our current 
historical moment or digital culture but has shaped the development of American me-
dia culture, including American literature, for the past two centuries,” beginning with 
Whitman’s “stunning claim to immediacy” in his 1860 “So Long!” and his “poetics of 
direct authentic expression” that he achieved “by probing the truth claims and reality 
effects of photography” and applying them to his poetry.]

Schaefer, Louisa. “Newly Uncovered Walt Whitman Texts Reveal Poet’s German Ties.” DW 
(September 9, 2021), dw.com. [Reports on the recent discovery, by Stefan Schöberlein 
and Zachary Turpin, of a previously unknown series of articles by Whitman in the New 
Orleans Daily Crescent, published after Whitman left the city in 1848, some of which 
“reveal that Whitman closely followed developments in Germany,” then “embroiled in 
a series of revolutions that would define European history.”]

Schöberlein, Stefan, and Zachary Turpin. “‘Glorious Times for Newspaper Editors and 
Correspondents’: Whitman at the New Orleans Daily Crescent, 1848-1849.” Walt 
Whitman Quarterly Review 39 (Summer 2021), 1-50.  [Argues that, “although Whitman 
did leave New Orleans in May 1848, he continued writing for the Crescent for some time,” 
contributing “writings by mail after he left” and continuing “his involvement with the 
paper until the early weeks of 1849, when he learned that one of the editors, John Eliot 
McClure, was retiring from the business for health reasons”; proposes that Whitman 
wrote “two sets of texts: the well-known ‘Sketches of the Sidewalks and the Levee,’ a 
series of humorous character portraits which, unbeknownst to scholars, continued pub-
lication until August of 1848, as well as a lengthy series of print correspondence from 
Whitman sub rosa as ‘Manhattan’ that ran until late January of 1849”; offers “two lines 
of proof” of Whitman’s authorship of these columns, “a computational, stylometric 
assessment” along with substantial “historical and biographical contextualization”; in-
cludes an “Appendix: A Sampling of New Orleans Crescent ‘Northern Correspondence’ 
from ‘Manahatta’/‘Manhattan’” (40-50), containing five previously unknown Whitman 
columns from the Daily Crescent during late 1848 and early 1849.]
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Shayegh, Elham. Review of Behnam M. Fomeshi, The Persian Whitman. Polish Journal for 
American Studies 15 (Spring 2021), 202-203. 

Shull, Benjamin. “A Commute for All Generations.” Wall Street Journal (December 3, 2021), 
wsj.com. [Short essay on Whitman’s “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” as “a poem ostensibly 
about a New York boat ride that in fact has its eye on eternity.”]

Sueyoshi, Kiyotaka. “Jeffersonian Whitman: The Impact of Jefferson on Whitman.” British 
and American Studies 27 (2021), 201-209. [Investigates “the link between Jefferson’s 
ideas about government and Whitman’s ideas about poetry,” arguing that Jefferson and 
Whitman “share the same theoretical background—faith in ordinary people—from 
which they developed their ideas,” and demonstrating “how influential Jefferson was on 
Whitman” and how “firm a grasp of Jefferson’s writing” Whitman had; concludes that 
Whitman became “the self-anointed inheritor of Jeffersonian republicanism.”]

Thomas, M. Wynn. Review of Betsy Erkkila, The Whitman Revolution: Sex, Poetry, and 
Politics. Walt Whitman Quarterly Review 39 (Summer 2021), 61-66. 

Vale de Gato, Margarida. “Fernando Pessoa, Poet-Translator, ‘Overwriting’ Poe and 
Whitman.” Translator 26 no. 4 (2020), 392-408. [Examines Fernando Pessoa’s (1888-
1935) “incorporation of English language and literature into his own writing” through 
his borrowings from Edgar Allan Poe and Walt Whitman, “a sort of translation of 
prosody and tropes” centering on “the wave” as “metaphor and prosodic unit”; focuses 
on Pessoa’s “repeated return” to Poe’s “The Bells” and Whitman’s “Crossing Brooklyn 
Ferry.”]

Whitman, Walt. Lebenseiche, moosbehangen / Live Oak, with Moss, translated by Heinrich 
Deterling. Aachen, Germany: Rimbaud, 2021. [Bilingual German/English selection of 
Whitman’s “Live Oak, with Moss” sequence, along with five related poems from Leaves 
of Grass; with an afterword and textual notes, in German (41-55) and English (56-70), 
by Heinrich Deterling.]

Whitman, Walt. The World Below the Brine. Illustrated by James Christopher Carroll. 
Mankato, MN: Creative Editions, 2020. [Children’s book edition of Whitman’s “The 
World Below the Brine,” with color illustrations by James Christopher Carroll.]

Wolf, Naomi. Outrages: Sex, Censorship, and the Criminalization of Love. White River Junction, 
VT: Chelsea Green, 2020. [Offers a wide-ranging examination of John Addington 
Symonds’ “quest for freedom and equality for men who loved men,” and analyzes in 
detail Whitman’s influence on Symonds: “After reading Leaves of Grass as a young 
man, Symonds would spend the rest of his life trying to respond to the book’s provoc-
ative themes”; Whitman, his work, and his relationship with Symonds are addressed 
throughout, including in Chapter 3 (“1855: Leaves of Grass”), Chapter 8 (“Calamus: 
‘Paths Untrodden’”), Chapter 12 (“I Will Go with Him I Love”); Chapter 17 (“My 
Constant Companions”), Chapter 24 (“Pilgrimage to Camden”), Chapter 27 (“The 
Life-Long Love of Comrades”), and Chapter 30 (“All Goes Onward and Outward, 
Nothing Collapses”).]
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Unsigned. “Marshall Faculty Member Discovers New Writings by Walt Whitman.” Herald-
Dispatch [Huntington, WV] (October 5, 2021). [Reports on Marshall University faculty 
member Stefan Schöberlein’s discovery (with Zachary Turpin) of “two newly unearthed 
sets of texts” by Whitman published in the New Orleans Crescent in 1848, after he and 
his brother Jeff had left the city and returned to New York.]

Unsigned. Review of Ed Folsom and Christopher Merrill, “The Million Dead, Too, Summ’d 
Up: Walt Whitman’s Civil War Writings. Midwest Book Review: Library Bookwatch 16 (July 
2021), midwestbookreview.com/lbw/jul_21.htm#rc. 

The University of Iowa							 Ed Folsom
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EPF The Early Poems and Fiction, edited by Thomas L. Brasher (1963)

PW Prose Works 1892, edited by Floyd Stovall. Vol. 1: Specimen Days (1963);
Vol. 2: Collect and Other Prose (1964).
with a Composite Index (1977); Vol. 7, edited by Ted Genoways (2004).

DBN Daybooks and Notebooks, edited by William White. 3 vols. (1978). 

GUIDELINES FOR CONTRIBUTORS

GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS OF STYLE

Essays: Place the author’s name two inches below the title and the institutional 
affiliation at the end of the essay. (Note: this information will be excised for peer 
review by the editor.)

Notes, Book Reviews, Bibliographies: These are configured like essays, except the 
author’s name follows the work.

References: Follow The MLA Style Sheet, Second Edition. Mark references in the text 
with raised footnote numbers, not author-year citations in parentheses. Double-
spaced endnotes should follow the essay on a new page headed “Notes.” Do not use 
Latin abbreviations for repeated citations. Do not condense the names of publishers 
or titles. Make references complete so that a bibliography is unnecessary. When 
citing journal articles, give the volume number of the journal followed by the issue 
date in parentheses, followed by a comma, followed by the page number(s)—e.g., 
Joann P. Krieg, “Whitman and Modern Dance,” Walt Whitman Quarterly Review 
24 (Spring 2007), 208-209.

QUOTING AND CITING WALT WHITMAN’S WORK

When quoting from individual editions of Leaves of Grass (the 1855, 1856, 1860, 
1867, 1870-1871, 1881, 1891), please use the facsimiles available online on the 
Walt Whitman Archive, and cite the edition, date, and page numbers, followed by 
“Available on the Walt Whitman Archive (www.whitmanarchive.org).” Do not list 
the URL of individual page images or the date accessed. After the initial citation, 
contributors should abbreviate as “LG” followed by the year of the edition and the 
page number (e.g., LG1855 15).

The standard edition of Whitman’s work is the Walt Whitman Archive (www. 
whitmanarchive.org) in addition to The Collected Writings of Walt Whitman, twen-
ty-two volumes published by the New York University Press under the general 
editorship of Gay Wilson Allen and Sculley Bradley, and supplemented with 
volumes published by the University of Iowa Press and Peter Lang. Citations 
and quotations from Whitman’s writings not yet available on the Walt Whitman 
Archive should be keyed to the specific volumes in this edition. 

After the initial citation, contributors should abbreviate the titles of the Collected 
Writings in the endnotes as follows:
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NUPM    Notebooks and Unpublished Prose Manuscripts, edited by Edward F.
Grier. 6 vols. (1984).

Journ The Journalism, edited by Herbert Bergmann, Douglas A. Noverr,
and Edward J. Recchia. Vol. 1: 1834-1846 (1998); Vol. 2: 1846-1848   
(2003).

Corr The Correspondence, edited by Edwin Haviland Miller. Vol. 1: 1842-1867 
(1961); Vol. 2: 1868-1875 (1961); Vol. 3: 1876-1885 (1964); Vol. 4:   
1886-1889 (1969); Vol. 5: 1890-1892 (1969); Vol. 6: A Supplement;    
Vol. 7: edited by Ted Genoways (2004). 

For Whitman’s correspondence, letters available on the Walt Whitman Archive 
take precedence over the The Correspondence edited by Edwin Haviland Mill-
er. These should be cited in this format: Sender to recipient, month, day, year, 
followed by “Available on the Walt Whitman Archive, ID: xxx.00000.”—e.g., 
Herbert Gilchrist to Walt Whitman, August 20, 1882. Available on the Walt 
Whitman Archive, ID: loc.02192.

Horace Traubel’s With Walt Whitman in Camden (9 Vols) is available on the 
Walt Whitman Archive. After an initial citation followed by “Available on the Walt 
Whitman Archive (www.whitmanarchive.org),” it should be abbreviated WWC, 
followed by its volume and page number (e.g. WWC 3:45).

PROCEDURES FOR SUBMITTING WORK

To submit original work, please visit the WWQR website at: http://ir.uiowa.edu/wwqr.

Address all correspondence to Editor, Walt Whitman Quarterly Review, The University 
of Iowa, 308 English Philosophy Bldg., Iowa City, IA, 52242-1492. 

Our email address is wwqr@uiowa.edu. 

ORDERING BACK ISSUES

Almost all print issues before volume 33 are available for purchase. Single issues are 
$10.00 and double issues are $15.00 (including shipping charges). When ordering 
please specify the volume number, issue number, and year of publication for 
each issue you would like to purchase. Please be aware that some issues are no 
onger available in print, though digital versions are accessible on ir.uiowa.edu/
wwqr/. 

Make checks payable to Walt Whitman Quarterly Review and mail your order 
to: Walt Whitman Quarterly Review, Department of English, The University of 
Iowa, 308 English-Philosophy Bldg., Iowa City, IA, 52242-1492.

WWQR Vol. 38 Nos. 3 & 4 (Winter/Spring 2021)



Letter from W. H. Duckett to R. M. Bucke. Feinberg Collection, 
Library of Congress. For more information, see pages 89-117.
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