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Drum-Taps

[Review of Drum-Taps]

MR. WALT WHITMAN. *

IT has been a melancholy task to read this bookjtasa still more melancholy one to write
about it. Perhaps since the day of Mr. Tupper'siéBbphy™ there has been no more
difficult reading of the poetic sort. It exhibitse effort of an essentially prosaic mind to lift
itself, by a prolonged muscular strain, into poetike hundreds of other good patriots,
during the last four years, Mr. Walt Whitman hasgimed that a certain amount of violent
sympathy with the great deeds and sufferings ofoldiers, and of admiration for our
national energy, together with a ready commandafipesque language, are sufficient
inspiration for a poet. If this were the case, \ad been a nation of poets. The constant
developments of the war moved us continually torgjrfeeling and to strong expression of
it. But in those cases in which these expressiare written out and printed with all due
regard to prosody, they failed to make poetry,rgsamne may see by consulting now in cold
blood the back volumes of the “Rebellion Recot@f course the city of Manhattan, as Mr.
Whitman delights to call it, when regiments pouti@augh it in the first months of the war,
and its own sole god, to borrow the words of a pealt, ceased for a while to be the
millionaire, was a noble spectacle, and a poetitzsbment to this effect is possibl.

course the tumult of a battle is grand, the results batile tragic, and the untimely deaths of
young men a theme for elegies. But he is not a wbetmerely reiterates these plain facts
orerotundo. He only sings them worthily who views them frorheight. Every tragic event
collects about it a number of persons who deligidwell upon its superficial points—of
minds which are bullied by theecidents of the affair. The temper of such minds seemssto u
to be the reverse of the poetic temper; for the,@ough he incidentally masters, grasps,
and uses the superficial traits of his theme,aflye poet only in so far as he extracts its
latent meaning and holds it up to common eyes. yatdrom such minds most of our war-
verses have come, and Mr. Whitman's utterancedsh msithe assertion may surprise his
friends, are in this respect no exception to gdriasaion. They are an exception, however,
in that they openly pretend to be something betted; this it is that makes them melancholy
reading. Mr. Whitman is very fond of blowing his mwumpet, and he has made very
explicit claims for his book. “Shut not your dodree exclaims at the outset—

“Shut not your doors to me, proud libraries,

For that which was lacking among you all, yet neleah®st, | bring;
A book | have made for your dear sake, O soldiers,

And for you, O soul of man, and you, love of conasid

The words of my book nothing, the life of it evéniyig;

A book separate, not link'd with the rest, nor Bltthe intellect;



But you will feel every word, O Libertad! arm'd latiad!
It shall pass by the intellect to swim the sea,ding
With joy with you, O soul of man.”

These are great pretensions, but it seems to tuththéollowing are even greater:

“From Paumanok starting, | fly like a bird,

Around and around to soar, to sing the idea of all;

To the north betaking myself, to sing there arstings,

To Kanada, 'till I absorb Kanada in myself—to Migdun then,

To Wisconsin, lowa, Minnesota, to sing their softgsy are inimitable);

Then to Ohio and Indiana, to sing theirs—to Missaud Kansas and Arkansas to
sing theirs,

To Tennessee and Kentucky—to the Carolinas andgizedo sing theirs,

To Texas, and so along up toward California, tonr@acepted everywhere;

To sing first (to the tap of the war-drum, if nes=)

The idea of all—of the western world, one and issaple,

And then the song of each member of these States.”

Mr. Whitman's primary purpose is to celebrate theamess of our armies; his secondary
purpose is to celebrate the greatness of the tidew York. He pursues these objects
through a hundred pages of matter which remindrasistibly of the story of the college
professor who, on a venturesome youth's bringingatheme done in blank verse,
reminded him that it was not customary in writimgge to begin each line with a capital. The
frequent capitals are the only marks of verse inWhitman's writing. There is, fortunately,
but one attempt at rhyme. We say fortunately, fitine inequality of Mr. Whitman's lines
were self-registering, as it would be in the casanoanticipated syllable at their close, the
effect would be painful in the extreme. As the cstalds, each line starts off by itself, in
resolute independence of its companions, withausiale goal. But if Mr. Whitman does
not write verse, he does not write ordinary prdse reader has seen that liberty is
“libertad.” In like manner, comrade is “camerad@rhericans are “Americanos;” a
pavement is a “trottoir,” and Mr. Whitman himsedfa “chansonnier.” If there is one thing
that Mr. Whitman is not, it is this, for Berangeras achansonnier. To appreciate the force
of our conjunction, the reader should compare higany lyrics with Mr. Whitman's
declamations. Our author's novelty, however, isimbis words, but in the form of his
writing. As we have said, it begins for all the Vaolike verse and turns out to be arrant
prose. It is more like Mr. Tupper's proverbs thagthing we have met. But what if, in form,
it is prose? it may be asked. Very good poetry has aarhef prose before this. To this we
would reply that it must first have gone into itoBe, in order to be good poetry, must first be
good prose. As a general principle, we know of incuenstance more likely to impugn a
writer's earnestness than the adoption of an ammusatyle. He must have something very
original to say if none of the old vehicles willroahis thoughts. Of course Ineay be
surprisingly original. Still, presumption is agaimém. If on examination the matter of his
discourse proves very valuable, it justifies, oay rate excuses, his literary innovation.



But if, on the other hand, it is of a common quahtith nothing new about it but its
manners, the public will judge the writer harsiiliie most that can be said of Mr. Whitman's
vaticinations is, that, cast in a fluent and faamilinanner, the average substance of them
might escape unchallenged. But we have seen thatditman prides himself especially on
the substance—the life—of his poetry. It may begihgut may be grim, it may be clumsy—
such we take to be the author's argument—businisere, it is sublime, it appeals to the soul
of man, it is the voice of a people. He tells nghe lines quoted, that the words of his book
are nothing. To our perception they are everythamgl very little at that. A great deal of
verse that is nothing but words has, during the Waen sympathetically sighed over and cut
out of newspaper corners, because it has possasszthin simple melody. But Mr.
Whitman's verse, we are confident, would have daéeen of this triumph, for the simple
reason that no triumph, however small, is won brdugh the exercise of art, and that this
volume is an offense against art. It is not endiogbe grim and rough and careless; common
sense is also necessary, for it is by common dbaseve are judged. There exists in even the
commonest minds, in literary matters, a certaircigeeinstinct of conservatism, which is
very shrewd in detecting wanton eccentricitiestfis instinct Mr. Whitman's attitude seems
monstrous. It is monstrous because it pretendsrsupde the soul while it slights the
intellect; because it pretends to gratify the fegdi while it outrages the taste. The point is
that it does thisn theory, wilfully, consciously, arrogantly. It is the Iét nursery game of
“open your mouth and shut your eyes.” Our heagsoften touched through a compromise
with the artistic sense, but never in direct violatof it. Mr. Whitman sits down at the outset
and counts out the intelligence. This were indeedsa precaution on his part if the
intelligence were only submissive! But when shddabberately insulted, she takes her
revenge by simply standing erect and open-eyed iStassuredly the best she can do. And if
she could find a voice she would probably addresswWwhitman as follows: “You came to
woo my sister, the human soul. Instead of givingankéck as you approach, you should
either greet me courteously, or, at least, steahimbserved. But now you have me on your
hands. Your chances are poor. What the human tesires above all is sincerity, and you
do not appear to me sincere. For a lover you talikkedy too much about yourself. In one
place you threaten to absorb Kanada. In anothecgtwpon the city of New York to
incarnate you, as you have incarnated it. In amgtbe inform us that neither youth pertains
to you nor 'delicatesse,' that you are awkwardhénparlor, that you do not dance, and that
you have neither bearing, beauty, knowledge, ndufe. In another place, by an allusion to
your 'little songs,' you seem to identify yourseith the third person of the Trinity. For a
poet who claims to sing 'the idea of all," thisolerably egotistical. We look in vain,

however, through your book for a single idea. Wigl finothing but flashy imitations of ideas.
We find a medley of extravagances and commonplatedind art, measure, grace, sense
sneered at on every page, and nothing positivengigdan their stead. To be positive one
must have something to say; to be positive requeason, labor, and art; and art requires,
above all things, a suppression of one's selfparsiination of one's self to an idea. This will
never do for you, whose plan is to adapt the schafitiee universe to your own limitations.
You cannot entertain and exhibit ideas; but, ahiaxe seen, you are prepared to incarnate
them. It is for this reason, doubtless, that wheteoyou have planted yourself squarely
before the public, and in view of the great seryica have done to the ideal, have become,
as you say, 'accepted everywhere,' you can aftodeal exclusively in words. What would
be bald nonsense and dreary platitudes in anylsaédbecomes sublimity in you. But all this



is a mistake. To become adopted as a national paefot enough to discard everything in
particular and to accept everything in generagrt@ass crudity upon crudity, to discharge the
undigested contents of your blotting-book into ldqe of the public. You must respect the
public which you address; for it has taste, if y@ve not. It delights in the grand, the heroic,
and the masculine; but it delights to see theseeaqtions cast into worthy form. It is
indifferent to brute sublimity. It will never do fyou to thrust your hands into your pockets
and cry out that, as the research of form is avlerdble bore, the shortest and most
economical way for the public to embrace its idoferthe nation to realize its genius—is in
your own person. This democratic, liberty-lovingnérican populace, this stern and war-
tried people, is a great civilizer. It is devotedefinement. If it has sustained a monstrous
war, and practised human nature's best in so mayg ¥or the last five years, it is not to put
up with spurious poetry afterwards. To sing arigint battles and our glories it is not enough
to have served in a hospital (however praisewdtikytask in itself), to be aggressively
careless, inelegant, and ignorant, and to be cotgtareoccupied with yourself. It is not
enough to be rude, lugubrious, and grim. You misst be serious. You must forget yourself
in your ideas. Your personal qualities—the vigoyolir temperament, the manly
independence of your nature, the tenderness oftyeant—these facts are impertinent. You
must bepossessed, and you must strive to possess your possessionydour striving you
break into divine eloquence, then you are a pbételidea which possesses you is the idea
of your country's greatness, then you are a ndtjwmet; and not otherwise.”

* “Walt Whitman's Drum-Taps.” New York. 1865.

Notes
1. The English poet Martin Farquhar Tupper (18889) was the author &froverbial
Philosophy, a series of didactic moral and religious verse.

2. G.P. Putnam's 1864 publicationTdie Rebellion Record was one of several such popular
"records" of the Civil War. These records servedakections of war-related writings
(including poetry and prose, but also digests ofsfand events, copies of important
documents, etc.), compiled into book-length volunvegh were meant as a permanent
record of the conflict for future generations.

3. Pierre-Jean de Béranger (1780-1857) was a @oantl influential French poet and
songwriter whose lyrics were highly critical of Rce's post-Napoleonic government.
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