
American	  Literature	  I	   	   Professor	  Cyrus	  R.	  K.	  Patell	  
Lecture	  Sixteen:	  Thoreau	  and	  Whitman	   	   New	  York	  University	  
	   	  

Final Thoughts on Thoreau 

• How does Walden use materialist observation in the service of idealist philosophy? Thoreau's 
symbolic narrative technique transforms what seem like scientific observations into 
illustrations of the “higher laws” governing both nature and human nature. See, for example, 
the “Spring” chapter, especially p. 2030: “the thawing sand and clay ... in the deep cut by the 
railroad.” As a synthesis of Thoreau's concerns and techniques.  

 
• Why does the “Conclusion” re-present the idea of “hard bottom” in more skeptical terms? 

Why does the Emersonian fable of the artist of Kouroo seem to valorize the artistic 
imagination above all else? In what ways does Thoreau indicate that he is, in fact, a 
Transcendentalist?  

	  
• Thoreau	  ends	  with	  a	  moving	  gesture	  toward	  the	  utopian	  possibilities	  he	  sees	  inherent	  

in	  the	  rhythms	  of	  nature.	  He	  tells	  the	  story—apparently	  a	  well-‐known	  one	  at	  the	  time—
about	  this	  bug	  in	  a	  table	  of	  apple	  wood	  that	  hatched	  and	  emerged	  after	  spending	  
decades	  entombed	  within	  the	  wood.	  He	  speculates	  that	  some	  new	  life	  might	  be	  buried	  
deep	  within	  the	  “dead	  dry	  life	  of	  society,”	  ready	  to	  unexpectedly	  emerge.	  Like	  Emerson,	  
Thoreau	  knows	  that	  the	  country	  is	  young—the	  country	  now	  being	  apparently	  
indistinguishable	  from	  the	  world	  in	  general.	   

	  
• In	  what	  ways	  does	  the	  focus	  on	  art,	  for	  example	  in	  the	  fable	  of	  the	  artist	  of	  Kouroo,	  

suggest	  that	  transcendence	  is	  not	  to	  be	  found	  at	  Walden	  the	  pond	  but	  rather	  through	  
Walden	  the	  text? 

	  
• The	  end	  of	  Walden	  presents	  a	  future	  of	  limitless	  possibilities,	  which	  seems	  a	  long	  way	  

from	  the	  angry	  pessimism	  that	  pervades	  much	  of	  “Civil	  Disobedience”:	  	  “There	  is	  more	  
day	  to	  dawn.	  The	  sun	  is	  but	  a	  morning	  star.”	  Walden	  ends	  on	  a	  note	  of	  emphatic	  
optimism,	  invoking	  something	  that	  resembles	  an	  idea	  of	  providence. 

 

Whitman: Contexts 

Contrasting Images of Whitman: Whitman’s larger-than life image as transmitted through 
literary history (Whitman as prophet or sage); Walter Whitman, dandy, self-promoter, journalist, 
and editor; Walt Whitman “rough” and “kosmos”—identity as a textual act, in some sense 
coterminous with the text of Leaves of Grass, coming into existence with the first edition, 4 July 
1855.  
   
First mention of “Walt Whitman” occurs twenty-nine pages into the first poem of the book (later 
entitled “Song of Myself”):  

 



Patell / American Literature I  / Lecture 16  2 

Walt Whitman, an American, one of the roughs, a kosmos,  
Disorderly fleshy and sensual. . . eating drinking and breeding,  
No sentimentalist. . . . no stander above men and women or apart from them. . . no  
       more modest than immodest. 

 
The slim, 95-page volume of the 1855 edition will grow throughout Whitman’s lifetime; its 
twelve poems will expand to 389 by the “deathbed edition” of 1891-92. In what ways are the 
“body of work” and the body of the Poet linked in Whitman's writing?  
   
   
Influence of Emerson: Whitman told a Boston friend in 1860: “I was simmering, simmering, 
simmering; Emerson brought me to a boil.” Whitman had attended Emerson’s lecture on “The 
Poetry of the Times,” on March 7, 1842—this lecture was later developed into the essay “The 
Poet”:  

 
The poets are thus liberating gods. The ancient British bards had for the title of their 
order, “Those who are free throughout the world.” They are free and they make free. An 
imaginative book renders us much more service at first, by stimulating us through its 
tropes, than afterward, when we arrive at the precise sense of the author. I think nothing 
is of any value in books excepting the transcendental and extraordinary. If a man is 
enflamed and carried away by his thought . . . let me read his paper and you may have all 
the arguments and history and criticism. (Emerson, ”The Poet,” 1191).  
 

Near the end of the essay, Emerson writes, “I look in vain for the poet whom I describe.” 
 
Leaves of Grass is said to have been first published on July 4, 1855. Whitman published the 
book, setting part of the type himself, and took care of the distribution—there were few sales 
from the thousand copies that were printed. The 1855 preface, which is reprinted in your 
anthology, appeared with the twelve untitled poems, among which were those that would be 
eventually called “Song of Myself,” “The Sleepers,” “I Sing the Body Electric,” and “There was 
a Child Went Forth.” Whitman sent copies of his first book to the leading literary figures of the 
day. It is said that John Greenleaf Whittier threw his into the fire.  
   
Emerson's response was more enthusiastic; his reply to Whitman is perhaps the most famous 
letter in American literature:  
 

I am not blind to the worth of the wonderful gift of “Leaves of Grass.” I find it the most 
extraordinary piece of wit & wisdom that America has yet contributed. I am very happy 
in reading it, as great power makes us happy.  . . . I find incomparable things said 
incomparably well, as they must be. ...  I greet you at the beginning of a great career, 
which yet must have had a long foreground somewhere, for such a start. 

 
The letter continued on in this vein. The only comparable commentary appeared in Whitman’s 
own anonymous reviews of his book, in one of which he characteristically exclaimed, “An 
American bard at last!” 
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Whitman, ever the self-promoter, without asking Emerson’s permission, had the letter printed in 
the New York Tribune. He had the words, “I Greet You at the Beginning of a Great Career, R. W. 
Emerson” stamped in gold print on the spine of the second edition of Leaves of Grass. Instead of 
reprinting his preface from 1855, Whitman printed Emerson’s letter in the second edition and a 
long essay-like letter in response. Leaves of Grass was in some ways, then, issued under the 
stamp of “Emerson” and was recognized even by some of its early reviewers as an outgrowth of 
Transcendentalism.  

Whitman omitted the 1855 preface from the second edition of Leaves of Grass. In its place he 
printed Emerson’s letter and his own response, in which he outlined their differences of opinion.  

For example:  

Infidelism usurps most with foetid, polite face, among the rest infidelism about sex. By 
silence or obedience to the pens of savans, poets, historians, biographers and the rest, 
have long connived at the filthy law, and books enslaved to it, that what makes the 
manhood of a man, that sex, womanhood, maternity, desires, lusty animations, organs, 
acts, are unmentionable and to be ashamed of, to be driven to skulk out of literature with 
whatever belongs to them. This filthy law has to be repealed—it stands in the way of 
great reforms. Of women just as much as men, it is the interest that there should not be 
infidelism about sex, but perfect faith. Women in These States approach the day of that 
organic equality with man, without which, I see, men cannot have organic equality 
among themselves. . . . I say that the body of a man or woman, the main matter is so far 
quite unexpressed in poems; but that the body is to be expressed, and sex is. Of bards for 
These States, if it come to a question, it is whether they shall celebrate in poems the 
eternal decency of the amativeness of Nature, the motherhood of all, or whether they 
shall be bards of the fashionable delusion of the inherent nastiness of sex; and of the 
feeble and querulous modesty of deprivation. 

Whitman rejected Emerson's plea for him to tone down the sexuality of his writing. In fact, he 
was more emphatic and explicit in subsequent versions of Leaves of Grass.  

Whitman described Leaves of Grass as “the outcropping of my own emotional and other 
personal nature—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.”  

Whitman and Transcendentalism: Leaves of Grass advances Emersonianism 
transcendentalism in part by contradicting it. For most American transcendentalists, the world 
of the senses—and particularly the Body—was but an emblem of the Soul. For Whitman,  
transcendence is achieved not by ignoring the body, but by exploring it. See ll. 73-89 for a 
famous moment of transcendence. Compare his conception of the relation of body and soul to 
Emerson's in Nature. 

Literary Contexts (Form): Influence of William Cullen Bryant, whose formal departure from 
strict iambic pentameter and his idea of Nature were formative for Whitman. Compare Bryant’s 
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use of blank verse to Whitman’s free verse. The basic unit of meaning in Whitman’s poetry is 
the verse line rather than the metrical foot.  

Historical contexts: the Irish Famine and subsequent migration to the United States; 
overcrowding in the slums of New York; For further thought: How is Whitman’s poery also 
marked by racial and ethnic prejudice in New York; slavery; threat of the break-up of the Union.  

Web 

Check out the online Walt Whitman Archive at the University of Virginia: 
http://www.iath.virginia.edu/whitman/  

Today’s Songs 

 “Walt Whitman’s Niece,” Billy Bragg and Wilco 
 “(What’s So Funny ’Bout) Peace, Love and Understanding?” Elvis Costello and the Attractions 


