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2. The Bible in Whitman:
Quotation, Allusion, Echo

In writing, give no second hand articles—no quotations—no authorities
— Walt Whitman, “med Cophdsis”notebook (ca. 1852-54)

In a 1934 article, G. W. Allen pioneered research into Walt Whitman’s
biblical quotations and allusions and to date his collection of a hundred
and sixty “specific” biblical allusions, echoes, and quotations in
Whitman’s writings (prose and poetry), as well as an equally large
number of more “general or inclusive allusions” to the Bible, remains
the single largest published collection of its kind.! Articles published
since Allen have added to the list of possible biblical allusions, as well as
T. E. Crawley’s more in-depth survey of Christ-Symbol imagery in Leaves
of Grass (which Allen anticipates),? and there are several unpublished
dissertations on the topic, which (among other things) tally hundreds
of more possibilities, especially in Leaves, for which Allen counts
less than two dozen echoes of Scripture. After offering preliminary
observations made in light of scholarship on the topic since Allen, the
chapter is dedicated to documenting Whitman'’s allusive practice in the
immediate run-up to the 1855 Leaves, from the three unmetered 1850
poems through to the early notebooks and preliminary drafts of lines
for the 1855 Leaves. At many points my discussion finds its way from
these preparatory materials into the 1855 (and later editions of) Leaves.

1  “Biblical Echoes in Whitman’'s Works,” American Literature 6 (1934), 302-15.

2 The Structure of Leaves of Grass (Austin: University of Texas, 1970). Crawley’s
“Appendix” (pp. 227-29) registers references (general and specific) to the Bible
and the Christ-symbol in Whitman’s writings, inclusive of some of the materials
from the notebooks and unpublished manuscripts.

©2024 F. W. Dobbs-Allsopp, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0357.03
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Some Preliminary Observations

A number of observations may be offered already in light of the
scholarship on biblical allusions in Whitman since Allen. There is much
more to assessing and appreciating the allusive texture of an author’s
writing than just quantity, but the numbers are not insignificant either.
Allen’s sampling alone is warrant enough of Whitman’s knowledge and
use of the Bible, even allowing for contested interpretations. In point of
fact, however, Allen misses as many allusions, echoes, and quotations
as he identifies. The larger counts of M. N. Posey and B. L. Bergquist,
who lists a hundred and forty-three biblical allusions in Leaves alone,
for example, again allowing for disagreements (e.g., Posey’s and
Bergquist’s lists agree only roughly half the time), are surely nearer the
mark, and at the very least ramify the Bible’s importance to Whitman.
That is, the numbers alone argue the importance of the Bible as a source
(of inspiration, language, imagery, etc.) for Whitman.

Second, the direct quotations from the Bible make clear Whitman's
use of the KJB translation. This corroborates what may be inferred from
the KJB’s dominance in America during the nineteenth century and
what is known from the bibles that can be tied directly to Whitman. And
how Whitman quotes is of interest as well. As Bergquist notices there
are times when it is clear that Whitman must have a Bible open before
him, but just as often Whitman is content to paraphrase (and massage)
from memory.* As an example of the former, Bergquist cites a Christmas
editorial from the Daily Eagle which includes multiple exact quotes
from the Christmas story in Luke (2:14; 2:10; 1:79).* In another example,
the full quotation of Zech 13:6 (with citation noted) is offered as the
headnote to “The House of Friends” (1850): “And one shall say unto
him, What are these wounds in thy hands? Then he shall answer, Those
with which I was wounded in the house of my friends.”—Zechariah, xiii.
6.”° An interesting example of Whitman’s tendency to paraphrase comes
in the version of Gen 1:31 (the “spinal meaning of the Scriptural text,”)

3 “Whitman and the Bible,” 106; cf. Posey, “Whitman’s Debt,” 37.

Bergquist, “Whitman and the Bible,” 106-07.

5  New York Daily Tribune (14 June 1850), 3, https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/
sn83030213/1850-06-14/ed-1/seq-3/. KJB has “thine” where Whitman has “thy,”
an understandable mistake, if not already in some editions of the KJB, given the
archaism of the second person pronouns (already archaic in 1611!).

'S


https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030213/1850-06-14/ed-1/seq-3/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030213/1850-06-14/ed-1/seq-3/

2. The Bible in Whitman: Quotation, Allusion, Echo 65

in “A Memorandum for a Venture” from Specimen Days: “God overlook’d
all that He had made, (including the apex of the whole—humanity—with
its elements, passions, appetites,) and behold, it was very good”*—the last
exact. Of interest is that Whitman revised the phrase “God overlook’d
all that He had made” from an earlier “God weighed all that He had
made,”” though (apparently) not going to the KJB to get the wording
exactly right: “And God saw everything that he had made.” What is
significant here is Whitman’s bent toward revision and tinkering, a
characteristic that is amply manifested in the notebooks and unpublished
poetry manuscripts and in Whitman’s lifelong revision of Leaves of
Grass. Most scholars do not deny the Bible’s influence on Whitman,
and yet there seems to be a strong want to emphasize the unconscious
nature of the influence.® But everything that is known about Whitman’s
writing process, especially evident in the notebooks, is that conscious
deliberation is integral to it—"a deliberate effort of construction.””
Surely the Bible did exert unconscious influence on Whitman, perhaps a
great deal. But most of what can be tracked, contrary to the impression,
is Whitman’s conscious use of the Bible (even when such consciousness
leads Whitman to erase the biblical lineaments).

Another preliminary observation concerns Bergquist’s statistical
overview. Even if only taken heuristically, it is telling. Roughly the
same amount of allusive referencing of the Bible appears in Leaves as in
Whitman’s other writings and does not vary so markedly chronologically
or across genres—all trends contrary to Allen’s impressions.'” There is
rough continuity across the writings as well in the uses to which Whitman
puts his allusive discourse. Emblematic of this is the poet’s proclivity
(across all genres) to read the Bible as much against the grain of its
meaning as with it."! Bergquist cites an example from one of Whitman’s

6  PW,II, 497; cf. Bergquist, “Whitman and the Bible,” 112-13.

See PW, 1I, 496, n. 181.

8 E.g., G.W. Allen, A Reader’s Guide to Walt Whitman (Syracuse: Syracuse University,
1970), 167; M. Miller, Collage of Myself (Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 2010), 25.

9  Zweig, Walt Whitman, 206; cf. Posey, “Whitman’s Debt,” 22; Allen, Reader’s Guide,
159.

10 Bergquist, “Whitman and the Bible,” 78-83. Posey, too, sees less of a chronological
disparity than Allen (“Whitman'’s Debt,” esp. 23-24, n. 7). Cf. Allen, “Biblical
Echoes,” 302-03.

11 A similar point is stressed by E. S. Zitter, “Songs of the Canon: Song of Solomon and
‘Song of Myself,”” WWQR 5 (1987), 8-15, §; cf. Posey, “Whitman'’s Debt,” 40, 54.
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editorials (“American Workingmen, versus Slavery”) in which “what is
interesting” is that Whitman takes an obvious allusion to Gen 3:19 and
“manipulates it so that the traditional ‘curse of Adam’ sounds like a most
desirable aspect of our human heritage.”'? In Leaves Whitman famously
and wonderfully reads “Lucifer” (from the Vulgate, lucifer; Hebrew helel
lit. “shining one”)" against the mocking thrust of Isaiah’s parody of a
dirge for the king of Babylon (Isa 14:12). For Isaiah the figure is meant
to be belittling, the fall from heaven (to the underworld—“to hell”)
symbolizing the king of Babylon’s fall from favor (cf. Lam 2:1)."* The
conventional “how” of lament (Hebrew %k) is turned into a mocking,
gleeful gloat: “How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the
morning! how art thou cut down to the ground, which didst weaken the
nations!” Whitman, however, redeems the figure of Lucifer, associating
it with rebellion and admiring the “resistance to the all-powerful God.”*

12 “Whitman and the Bible,” 91—although Whitman’s reading is probably closer
to the “grain” of the original text than either he or Bergquist realizes, since one
large ambition of the material in Genesis 1-11 more generally is to offer up mythic
“explanations” as to why life and the world are the way that the Israelites and
Judahites had come to know them to be (cf. M. S. Smith, The Genesis of Good and
Evil in the Garden of Eden [Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2019). Indeed,
Whitman’s trusting of his intuitive sensibilities about what he finds attractive
in the Bible often makes his own interpretations both interesting and relevant
contemporarily.

13 Traditionally rendered “Day Star” or the like (e.g., NRSV; cf. HALOT, 245),
presuming the reference is to the planet Venus.

14  On the fallen-god myth, see H. R. Page, The Myth of Cosmic Rebellion: A Study of
Its Reflexes in Ugaritic and Biblical Literature (SVT LXV; Leiden: Brill, 1996). Most
recently, L. Quick (“Hélél ben-Sahar and the Chthonic Sun: A New Suggestion
for the Mythological Background of Isa 14:12-15,” Vetus Testamentum 68 [2018],
129-48) has argued that it is the nightly journey of the “sun” to the underworld
that stands behind Isaiah’s critique of Mesopotamian royal ideology in which the
king was associated with the rising sun. Cf. Posey, “Whitman'’s Debt,” 202.

15 See esp. E. Folsom, “Lucifer and Ethiopia: Whitman, Race, and Poetics Before the
Civil War and After” in A Historical Guide to Walt Whitman (ed. D. S. Reynolds;
Oxford/New York: Oxford University, 2000), 46-96, esp. 47-53; “Erasing Race: The
Lost Black Presence in Whitman’s Manuscripts” in Whitman Noir: Black Americans
and the Good Grey Poet (ed. I. G. Wilson; Iowa City: University of lowa, 2014),
20-49, esp. 24, 28-31 (Google Play); K. M. Price, “Whitman in Blackface” in To
Walt Whitman, America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2004), 9-36; M.
Klammer, Whitman, Slavery, and the Emergence of Leaves of Grass (University Park:
Pennsylvania State University, 1995), 95-100. Also see E. Folsom’s online treatment
of “The Sleepers,” with special emphasis given to the material related to the poem
in Whitman’s notebooks (Folsom, “Whitman”).
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This is made clear, as E. Folsom notes, in a reference from the early and

never published “Pictures”:"

And this black portrait—this head, huge, frowning, sorrowful,
Fhink-it—is Lucifer’s portrait—the denied God’s portrait,

(But I do not deny him—though cast out and rebellious, he is my God
as much as any;)"

“Black Lucifer” is one of Whitman’s most powerful and evocative
images of slavery and one of the earliest instances in American poetry,
according to Folsom and K. M. Price,'® where a white poet gives over the

narrative voice of a poem to a black character:

Now Lucifer was not dead.... or if he was I am his sorrowful terrible
heir;

I have been wronged.... I am oppressed.... I hate him that oppresses me,

I'will either destroy him, or he shall release me.

Damn him! How he does defile me,

How he informs against my brother and sister and takes pay or their
blood,

How he laughs when I look down the bend after the steamboat that
carries away my woman.

Now the vast dusk bulk that is the whale’s bulk.... it seems mine,

Warily, sportsman! though I lie so sleepy and sluggish, my tap is death.
(LG, 74)

16
17
18

“Lucifer and Ethiopia,” 48—49.

NUPM, 1V, 1300.

Folsom, “Lucifer and Ethiopia,” 49, 51; “Erasing Race,” 28; Price, To Walt Whitman,
17; cf. E. Folsom and K. M. Price, Re-Scripting Walt Whitman: An Introduction to

His Life and Work (London: Blackwell, 2005), 17-40. Folsom also notes the play on
“lucifer-matches” (or “loco-focos” as they were also known), providing a knowing
incendiary understanding to Whitman'’s use of “Lucifer” (“Lucifer and Ethiopia,”
49)—though the biblical lineage is primary (“I am a hell-name,” NUPM 1V, 1300,
n. 80; Isa 14:15: “thou shalt be brought down to hell [Hebrew 5&°01].”).
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In a preliminary version of these lines, Whitman verbalizes his intent:
“You You He cannot speak for yoﬂ-rhimself, slave; "8 lend yott him
my own meuth tongue.”” And also in the “Poem incarnating the mind”
notebook, after a section of writing that eventually gets worked into
Whitman'’s sketch of the “hounded slave” (LG, 39), there is a canceled
reference to Lucifer: “What—tteifer—felt— —tumbling—from
Heaven.”? In the material that precedes this comment the ventriloquizing
is made visible as Whitman can be seen revising the voice of his discourse
from third to first person (e.g., “His-blood My 80T Tt perhaps merits
underscoring that it is an image from that most un-racial (literally before
race) of books, the Bible, that provokes Whitman’s racial crossing in this
instance and the compellingly humanitarian and empathetic portrayal
of a black person (“Black Lucifer”) that results.”’ And yet even when
the biblical source informing Whitman’s language is not in doubt, as
with the figure of Black Lucifer, other potential influences are often also
detectable. Whitman'’s collaging frequently involves imbrications of
multiple resource materials. In this case, the impulse to use a biblical
figure to animate the lived experiences of enslaved African-Americans
is shared with the evocation of Black Samson in Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow’s poem “The Warning” (viz. “The poor, blind Slave,.../...
There is a poor, blind Samson in this land,” lines 11-13), and is likely not
accidental.” The latter was widely noticed after its initial publication.?®

19 “Iam a curse,” http://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/uva.00256.001.
jpg. For a transcription, see Folsom, “Whitman.”

20 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc_jc.01660.jpg. Cf. Klammer,
Emergence, 99-100.

21 K. M. Price emphasizes the importance of such racial crossings for the construction
of Whitman'’s masculinity (“Whitman in Blackface”) and Klammer appreciates
what Whitman accomplishes in passages like the Lucifer passage (“Slavery and
Race” in A Companion to Walt Whitman [ed. D. D. Kummings; London: Blackwell,
2006], 101-21), and both are mindful as well of Whitman’s complicated and
problematic attitudes on race and slavery, which become increasingly “painful to
encounter,” especially after the Civil War (so Folsom, “Erasing Race,” 31). That
the Bible does not entangle itself in race, of course, has not stopped its readers,
especially in America, from reading race into it.

22 Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Poerms on Slavery (2nd ed; Cambridge: John Owen,
1842), 30-31. The first two stanzas of the poem date back to 1834 and the image
of Samson was not originally associated by Longfellow with an African-American
slave, see T. G. Bartel, “The Origin of Longfellow’s “The Warning,”” Notes and
Queries 65/3 (2018), 377-78. The same impulse appears in Whitman’s “Blood-
Money” (1850).

23 Esp. N. Junior and ]. Schipper, Black Samson: The Untold Story of an American Icon
(New York/Oxford: Oxford University, 2020), 11-22.
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Whitman, early and late, was an admirer of Longfellow,* and crucially
he reviewed Longfellow’s The Poems of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in
the Brooklyn Daily Eagle in 1846, a volume that includes “The Warning”
(and Longfellow’s other “Poems on Slavery”).?

A subtler example comes from the beginning of what would become
section 19 of the “Song of Myself”:

This is the meal pleasantly set.... this is the meat and drink for natural
hunger,

It is for the wicked just the same as the righteous....  make
appointments with all,

I will not have a single person slighted or left away,

The keptwoman and sponger and thief are hereby invited.... the heavy-
lipped slave is invited.... the venerealee is invited,

There shall be no difference between them and the rest. (LG, 25)

Folsom and C. Merrill begin their commentary on this section of (the
later) “Song of Myself” by calling attention to the “meal table,” which
in most cultures provides “sacred space, an intimate place that gathers
family and friends—those that we select out from the multitude.”*
However, the table fellowship tradition this passage most obviously
echoes is the Lord’s supper tradition of the gospels and Paul (Matt
26:26-29; Mark 14:22-25; Luke 22:14-22: 1 Cor 11:17-34) (and its
regular instantiations in Christian liturgy).” Whitman’s opening line in
particular mimics the rhythm of the Lukan version: “This is my body
which is given for you: do this in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19; cf.

24 J. A. Rechel-White, “Longfellow, Henry Wadsworth (1807-82)” in Walt Whitman:
An Encyclopedia (eds. J. R. LeMaster and D. D. Kummings; New York: Garland,
1998); cf. K. M. Price, Whitmand Tradition: The Poet in His Century (New Haven:
Yale University, 1990), 72-73, 82-83, 86-87; J. A. Rechel-White, “Longfellow’s
Influence on Whitman’s ‘Rise’ from Manhattan Island,” ATQ 6 (1992), 121-129.

25 Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, The Poems of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (New
York: Harper, 1846) [“The Warning” appears on p. 56]. Whitman’s review appears
as a part of “The Literary World,” The Brooklyn Daily Eagle (12 October 1846), 2
(column 3). Cf. UPP, I, 133-34; Stovall, Foreground, 121. In the review Whitman
quotes from Longfellow’s poem “Rain in Summer” (Poems, 103).

26 Walt Whitman, Song of Myself: With a Complete Commentary (eds. E. Folsom and C.
Merrill; Iowa City: University of Iowa, 2016), 71-72.

27  Cf. Bergquist, “Whitman and the Bible,” 289. The “bits of the eucharist” are
mentioned towards the end of “Come closer to me” (LG, 64).
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1 Cor 11:14)—the deictic “this” is remarkable, and especially important
to the larger section in Whitman’s poem.”® “Meat and drink” (Rom
14:17)® and the “wicked” and the “righteous” (155x together in the
KJB) are biblical tropes. Whitman is intent, of course, on overturning
the heavenly or otherworldly thrust of the biblical tradition (esp. Matt
26:29; Mark 14:25; Luke 22:16, 18) in favor of satisfying “natural hunger”
and emphasizing the democratic nature of the meal his poem means
to “equally set” (as in the later “Song of Myself”).* Indeed, Whitman
may well have perceived Jesus’s meal with “the twelve apostles” (Luke
22:14) as epitomizing anti-democratic intimacy. Yet Paul, like Whitman,
appears to emphasize the inclusivity of the invitation to the table (esp.
1 Cor 11:17-18, 33).

Finally, not only does Whitman read the Bible against the grain of its
plain meaning, but often his collaging results in new poetic creations
that echo, vary, or supplement the biblical source materials while
overwriting them. This is not so much allusion as that quintessential
anxiety of influence in response to a strong literary antecedent.’® This
general pose toward the Bible is perhaps made most explicit during
the preparation of the 1860 edition of Leaves as the “New Bible”—the
very conceptualization of which signals Whitman’s responsive and
competitive aspirations. But it is also evident earlier, as made manifest
in Whitman’s great commandment about organic fluency from the 1855
Preface:

Who troubles himself about his ornaments or fluency is lost. This is what
you shall do: Love the earth and sun and the animals, despise riches, give
alms to every one that asks, stand up for the stupid and crazy, devote
your income and labor to others, hate tyrants, argue not concerning God,
have patience and indulgence toward the people, take off your hat to
nothing known or unknown or to any man or number of men, go freely
with powerful uneducated persons and with the young and with the
mothers of families, read these leaves in the open air every season of
every year of your life, re examine all you have been told at school or

28 Folsom and Merrill, Song of Myself, 72.

29 Whitman would have relished emphasizing the naturalness of “meat and drink,”
which the Romans passage sets as the antithesis of the “kingdom of God.”

30 Cf. Folsom and Merrill, Song of Myself, 71-72.

31 Cf. H. Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (New York/Oxford:
Oxford University, 1997 [1973]).
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church or in any book, dismiss whatever insults your own soul, and your
very flesh shall be a great poem and have the richest fluency not only in
its words but in the silent lines of its lips and face and between the lashes
of your eyes and in every motion and joint of your body. (LG, v-vi)

The set-up, “This is what you shall do,” is composed of (modernized)
biblical phrasing: “thou shalt do” occurs twenty-four times in the KJB
and “what thou shalt do” three times, including “and he will tell thee
what thou shalt do,” Ruth 3:4; cf. 1 Sam 10:8; 2 Sam 16:3). The long length
of what the poet’s addressee “shall do” with its thirteen imperatives
obscures its scriptural inspiration, first, in the Mosaic injunction to love
God (Deut 6:4-9) and neighbor (Lev 19:18), and then in Jesus” own
riffing on and replaying of these great commandments, especially in
Matt 5:43-45 (cf. Matt 22:36—40; Mark 12:28-34; Luke 10:25-28).* While
the long catalogue of imperatives is quintessential Whitman, there
are a number of intriguing Pauline forerunners that anticipate this
Whitmanian stylistic tick. 1 Thess 5:14-23 reads as follows:

Now we exhort you, brethren, warn them that are unruly, comfort the
feebleminded, support the weak, be patient toward all men. See that none
render evil for evil unto any man; but ever follow that which is good,
both among yourselves, and to all men. Rejoice evermore. Pray without
ceasing. In every thing give thanks: for this is the will of God in Christ
Jesus concerning you. Quench not the Spirit. Despise not prophesyings.
Prove all things; hold fast that which is good. Abstain from all appearance
of evil. And the very God of peace sanctify you wholly; and I pray God
your whole spirit and soul and body be preserved blameless unto the
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.

32 Cf. Crawley, Structure, 69. And Emerson is also likely an influence here. Toward
the end of “The Poet” (in The Complete Essays and Other Writings of Ralph Waldo
Emerson [ed. B. Atkinson; New York: Modern Library, 1950], 339-40) Emerson
addresses the poet directly (“O poet”) in a related way, as noticed by Stovall
(Foreground, 303). Significantly, Emerson also uses biblical style to authorize his
injunction. He switches to using the archaic second person pronouns (“thee,”
“thy,” “thou”), and in particular “thou shalt” (840x in KJB) and “thou shalt
not” (240x in KJB)—contrast Whitman’s modernized version of the biblicism,
“you shall,” though he closes the paragraph with a sequence of “shall”s and
“shall not”s. Emerson also references “a Noah's ark” and that “God wills” in this
material, pointing up the biblical inspiration for the archaizing style here.


https://whitmanarchive.org/published/LG/figures/ppp.00271.071.jpg
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And Rom 12:9-21:

Let love be without dissimulation. Abhor that which is evil; cleave to that
which is good. Be kindly affectioned one to another with brotherly love; in
honour preferring one another; Not slothful in business; fervent in spirit;
serving the Lord; Rejoicing in hope; patient in tribulation; continuing
instant in prayer; Distributing to the necessity of saints; given to
hospitality. Bless them which persecute you: bless, and curse not. Rejoice
with them that do rejoice, and weep with them that weep. Be of the same
mind one toward another. Mind not high things, but condescend to men
of low estate. Be not wise in your own conceits. Recompense to no man
evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men. If it be possible,
as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men. Dearly beloved,
avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written,
Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord. Therefore if thine enemy
hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him drink: for in so doing thou shalt
heap coals of fire on his head. Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil
with good.

Matt 5:44 contains its own run of four such imperatives (“Love,” “bless,”
“do good,” and “pray”) and is followed in the next verse by a purpose or
result clause (“That ye may be...,” v. 45), which in function is not unlike
Whitman’s final clause, “and your very flesh shall be....” The structural
logic of the whole is the same in both cases, and Matt 4:43 makes it
apparent that Jesus acknowledges the old commandment while doing it
one better, or perhaps more charitably, while updating and applying it
to his own time and place. That is, the gospel passage gives Whitman the
idea for his own hermeneutic when it comes to the Bible, viz. “adjusted
entirely to the modern.”%

Interestingly, Whitman’s commandment feels at times like the
expanded exegesis of some Targums—the Targums were early Jewish
translations of the Hebrew Bible into Aramaic.** Some Targums are
expansive. An example of an expanded reading appears in Targum

33 “Bible as Poetry,” 57. Wendell Berry’s “Manifesto: The Mad Farmer Liberation
Front” (from The Country of Marriage [New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1973], https://cales.arizona.edu/~steidl/Liberation.html) likely riffs on both
Whitman and his biblical forerunners (viz. “Love the Lord./ Love the world. .../
Love someone who does not deserve it”).

34 For a readable and informative introduction to the Targumim, see P. S. Alexander,
“Targum, Targumim” in the Anchor Bible Dictionary (eds. D. N. Freedman et al;
New York: Doubleday, 1992), VI, 320-31.


https://cales.arizona.edu/~steidl/Liberation.html

2. The Bible in Whitman: Quotation, Allusion, Echo 73

Pseudo-Jonathan’s rendering of the love of God command in Deut 6:5:
“Moses the prophet said to the people, the House of Israel, ‘Go after
the true worship of your fathers, and love the Lord your God with the
two inclinations of your mind, even if your life and all of your money

12

are taken from you.” The underlying Hebrew text is still visible even
in such an expanded and highly interpretive rendering. In Whitman'’s
Preface the opening command to “Love” with its triple object (“the
earth and sun and the animals”) mimes the rhythm and feel of the love
command in the Shema, “And thou shalt love the LORD thy God with
all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might” (Deut 6:5).%
The command to “read these leaves” responds to the biblical instruction
to memorize, teach, and write down the words of the Shema (Deut 6:6,
7,9). Instead of binding the words “upon thine hand” and “as frontlets
between thine eyes” (Deut 6:8), as Moses urges, Whitman’s promise for
all who obey his own charge is that “your very flesh shall be a great
poem and have the richest fluency not only in its words but in the silent
lines of its lips and face and between the lashes of your eyes and in every
motion and joint of your body.” This latter is especially redolent of its
biblical model.*

The principal intent in the foregoing example, again, is not to allude
in any strong way to the biblical commandments, but rather to respond to
them, to carry forward their “autochthonic bequests... adjusted entirely
to the modern” and adapted to the needs of American democracy. The
chief effect is that of an echo, an oblique resounding at a distance both
familiar and distinct.

“No Quotations”: The 1850 Poems

Where there is a difference between the allusions in Leaves of Grass
(especially in the 1855 edition) and the rest of Whitman’s writings is in
the nature of the allusions. In Leaves there are no extended quotations
of biblical passages (“You shall no longer take things at second or

35 Note also the rhythmic echo in “go freely with... and with... and with....”

36 When Whitman culls lines from this material for the “Poem of Many In One” (LG
1856, 196), the biblical echoes are entirely expunged. The setup (“Who troubles...
This is what you shall do”) and overarching structure are exploded, the final
clause is dropped, and the Bible-miming imperatives are replaced by first person
finite forms in the past tense (e.g., “I have loved”).
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third hand.... nor look through the eyes of the dead.... nor feed on the
spectres in books” (LG, 14), and allusions “become more ‘elusive,’
more hidden.”¥ Exemplary is Whitman’s central image of “grass” in “I
celebrate myself,” which owes a debt to the Bible, as Zweig notices: “All
flesh is grass, laments Isaiah in a passage [Isa 40:6-8] Whitman surely
knew; after a season, it dies. But the grass grows again; and leaves of
grass—those ‘hieroglyphics’ of the self, that book not a book, of poems
that are not poems—they, too, will grow again, if the reader will stoop
to gather them up.”?® Whitman, of course, as is often his want, massages
the image to suit his own ends. In this case, he takes the biblical image
of grass as signifying human transience (“the grass withereth,” Isa 40:8)
and molds it into a sign of optimism and democratic equality,® that which
is always emerging anew from the very realm of death (“the beautiful
uncut hair of graves,” LG, 16). Not only does Whitman's language at
the beginning of what becomes section 6 of “Song of Myself” mime
that of the anonymous prophet of the exile (“A voice said”// “A child
said”; “What shall I cry?”// “What is the grass?”), but Whitman even
provides his own kind of “hieroglyphic” pointing to his source—*it is
the handkerchief of the Lord” (LG, 16).* And at the end of the poem,
referencing the speaker’s mortality, Whitman retrieves the biblical sense
of grass as a cypher of human transience, not to lament but to celebrate
and luxuriate in:

I effuse my flesh in eddies and drift it in lacy jags.
I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love,

If you want me again look for me under your bootsoles. (LG, 56)

Like so many of the echoes of Scripture in Legves, this one serves
Whitman’s present-oriented poetic ends and does not flaunt its biblical
lineage.

37 Bergquist, “Walt Whitman and the Bible,” 81.

38  Walt Whitman, 252; cf. Bergquist, “Whitman and the Bible,” 177-80.

39 Esp. M. C. Nussbaum, “Democratic Desire: Walt Whitman” in A Political
Companion to Walt Whitman (ed. J. E. Seery; Lexington: University Press of
Kentucky, 2011], 113-15; M. Edmundson, Song of Ourselves: Walt Whitman and the
Fight for Democracy (Cambridge: Harvard University, 2021), Part I (Bookshare).

40 Cf. Loving, Song of Himself, 192.
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The lack of quotations in Leaves follows from the aesthetic
sensibility that Whitman was evolving in the early 1850s, as Allen
well recognizes specifically with reference to the Bible: “Of course, it
must be remembered that the use of literary allusions was against the
avowed poetic doctrines for Leaves of Grass.”*! The sentiment is most
explicitly articulated in a manuscript fragment known as the “Rules for
Composition,” conjectured to date from sometime in the early 1850s.
One portion of the “Rules” reads as follows:

Take no illustrations whatever from the ancients or classics, nor from
the mythology, nor Egypt, Greece, or Rome—nor from the royal and
aristocratic institutions and forms of Europe.—Make no mention or
allusion to them whatever, except as they relate to the new, present
things—to our country—to American character or interests.—Of specific
mention of them, even infor these purposes, as little as possible.—*

The Bible is not explicitly mentioned in the “Rules for Composition”
fragment, although there is the intriguing canceled notation at the
bottom of the leaf, “MentionrGodnotatall.” This “Goed” is above all the
God of the Bible (capitalized appropriately) who does in the end get
mentioned quite often in the 1855 Leaves (e.g. “As God comes a loving
bedfellow,” LG, 15). Regardless, that the Bible falls under the purview
of the “Rules” is perhaps one implication to be drawn from the canceled
comment. And the Bible is also likely assumed in the catch-all references
to “the ancients.” The list that follows is of the kind, as noted earlier,
where Whitman has included the Bible, which is after all exemplary and
not comprehensive in nature.*

41 “Biblical Echoes,” 303, n. 8. Allen’s comment is offered to justify the paucity of
biblical allusions he finds in Leaves. As noted, more recent scholarship has turned
up the likelihood of a good deal more than the two dozen or so (specific) allusions
to the Bible Allen identifies. Still, his comment is on mark more generally, as
biblical allusions or echoes remain relatively few in Leaves and highly burnished
and elusive.

42 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/2095_010.jpg. Cf. Miller, Collage
of Myself, esp. 42.

43  The Bible is frequently characterized as “ancient” by Whitman, e.g., “the great
poems of Asian antiquity,” “the oldest... Asiatic utterance,” “autochthonic
bequests of Asia” (“Bible as Poetry”), and from the notebooks and unpublished
manuscripts: the Old Testament is used to exemplify early writing in “verse”
(“Speaking of literary style,” NUPM I, 162;), the poetry of the “Hebrew prophets”
is said to be “very ancient” (“The florid rich,” NUPM 1V, 1555.), the Hebrew Bible
is listed among the “poetry” of “the old Asiatic land” (“—How different,” NUPM
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In this case, what Whitman explicitly theorizes can also be tracked in
his poetic practice. The three unmetered 1850 poems—*Blood-Money,”**
“The House of Friends,”* “Resurgemus”*—begin to anticipate
Whitman’s mature poetry in important ways. So much so that P. Zweig
says of “The House of Friends” in particular, of that poem’s “angry
rhythm” and its suggestion of Whitman'’s later line, that “here, maybe,
is the very dividing line between the two styles”—between the style of
the “juvenile” poems and the style that characterizes the 1855 Leqves.”
The three poems do indeed constitute something of a dividing line on
many aspects, including the use of quotations—"in writing, give no
second hand articles—no quotations—no authorities” (“med Cophdsis”
notebook).* “The House of Friends,” as already mentioned, cites Zech
13:6 in whole, with quotation marks and citation, as its epigraph, and
the title itself is a slightly adjusted (as in L. 3) quote (KJB: “the house
of my friends”).* Whitman either did not completely understand the
context of Zech 13:2-6"—and admittedly the context (and content)
is not so obvious, especially in the KJB translation—or, as likely, was
attracted mainly to the image of the speaker wounded in the house of
his friends. The latter is used by Whitman to allude to the betrayal (in
his view) of the North in the debates over slavery and the Compromise

1V, 1574.), and the “Old Hebrew Bible” (“Emerson uses the Deific,” see E. Folsom,
“Whitman'’s Notes on Emerson: An Unpublished Manuscript,” WWQR 18/1
[2000], 60-62). One of the books Whitman notes in “An Early Notebook,” Mills’s
The Ancient Hebrews (1856), not only has “ancient” in its title, but begins in the
Preface by speaking about “the Ancients” in a way that is obviously inclusive of
the Bible” (DBN 1III, 778)- In another early notebook, the “I know a rich capitalist”
notebook (1854), Whitman records finding “pleasure” in the “sayings and doings”
of various peoples dating “thim centuriesago ” jncluding those “of wandering Jewish
tribes.”

44  New York Daily Tribune, Supplement (22 March 1850), 1, http://whitmanarchive.
org/published /periodical /poems /per.00089.

45 New York Daily Tribune (14 June 1850), 3, http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/
sn83030213/1850-06-14/ed-1/seq-3/.

46  New York Daily Tribune (21 June 1850), 3, https://whitmanarchive.org/published/
periodical/poems/per.00088.

47 Zweig, Walt Whitman, 119; cf. 114-21; Miller, Collage of Myself, 7-9—though Miller
places more accent on the differences between the 1850 poems and the emergence
of Whitman’s more mature style beginning around 1854.

48 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc.00005.003.jpg. For the
dating of this notebook (1852-54), see Miller, Collage of Myself, 11-15.

49 Allen, “Biblical Echoes,” 305.

50 So Klammer, Whitman, Slavery, and Leaves of Grass, 80, n. 56.
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”

of 1850. The opening lines contain a few biblicisms (“thou art,” “thy,
and “house of friends,” which is a close version of the Bible’s “house of
my friends”) and the poem closes with the admonition to the “young
North” to “Arise” and “fear not,” both commonplaces, especially in the
prophetic literature. Indeed, the serial apostrophes to the various states
(e.g., “Virginia, mother of greatness,” “Hot-headed Carolina”) even
faintly recall the famous pattern (poetic) oracle against the nations in
Amos 1:3-2:16 (e.g., “For three transgressions of Damascus, and for
four,” Amos 1:3).

Similarly, “Blood-Money” features an epigraph citing a close version
of 1 Cor 11:27, also set apart in quotation marks (though no explicit
citation): “Guilty of the Body and Blood of Christ” (compare KJB:
“guilty of the body and blood of the Lord”).>* Whitman's change from
“Lord” (Greek kyriou) to “Christ” is perhaps a clarifying gesture, and
the added capitalization for emphasis. The title itself alludes to Matt
27:6, as Bergquist maintains (“Then went Judas, and sold the Divine
youth,/ And took pay for his body”).”> Whitman even quotes from the
Bible (Matt 26:15) within the body of the poem itself (lines 12-14):

Again goes one, saying,
What will ye give me, and I will deliver this man unto you?

And they make the covenant and pay the pieces of silver.

Here, too, I have the sense that Whitman’s diversions from KJB (“And
said unto them, What will ye give me, and I will deliver him unto you?
And they covenanted with him for thirty pieces of silver.”) are mostly
contextual adjustments. This is certainly the case with the change from
“him” to “this man,” since the quote has been lifted out of its immediate
narrative context where the identities of the characters are clear. The
dropping of the specific sum (‘thirty”) may be in deference to the new
“cycles” where the “fee” need only be “like that paid for the Son of
Mary.” Also, however, such deviations become characteristic of how
Whitman collages. Once finding a bit of readymade language of interest
(as in the Bible), he shapes it to suit his poetical ends.

51 Allen, “Biblical Echoes,” 305.
52 “Whitman and the Bible,” 120, 281.
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Of the three poems, “Resurgemus” is the most mature, exhibiting
the “rhythmical instinct” that will characterize Whitman’s later poetry,
and is the only one to be included (albeit in revised form) in the 1855
Leaves (LG, 87-88). “Resurgemus” exhibits no direct quotations from the
Bible, though the Bible’s imprint on the poem remains palpable in the
mention of “God” (first word in the second stanza) and of a biblical
figure (“Ahimoth, brother of Death,” cf. 1 Chron 6:25),% allusions (e.g.,
“And all these things bear fruits, and they are good,” cf. Gen 1:12, 31) >
and even in aspects of Whitman’s diction (e.g., “thee,” “lo” [followed
by comma—"1o,”—as throughout the KJB], “locusts,” “seed”).®® Of
these, the direct reference to “God,” “Ahimoth,” the biblical figure of
“locusts,” and the twofold use of “thee” in the final stanza are excised
in the 1855 version of the poem—all no doubt in violation of the poetic
theory that Whitman had by then evolved.* However, the allusions stay,

53 Cf. Posey, “Whitman’s Debt,” 223. Significantly, Whitman’s gloss of the name,
“brother of Death,” is very close to an over-literal gloss of the Hebrew 2ihimot
“my brother is death” (BDB, 27)—Whitman'’s version construes the component
nouns as a construct chain, the biblical Hebrew genitival construction. As this is
not information given in the biblical text of the K]JB, it must mean that Whitman'’s
knowledge here reflects some secondary source (e.g., W. Smith, A Dictionary of the
Bible [Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1860], I, 51).

54 Bergquist, “Whitman and the Bible,” 122. Not to try to parse too closely,
nevertheless, the image in Gen 1:12 of the fruit bearing trees (and their “seed”)
that are pronounced “good” (but not “very good,” as in v. 31) is likely what is in
Whitman’s mind here, viz. “And the earth brought forth grass, and herb yielding
seed after his kind, and the tree yielding fruit, whose seed was in itself, after his
kind: and God saw that it was good.”

55 Biblical Hebrew zera® “seed” also has the extended meaning of “offspring.” In
the Bible human perpetuity is achieved chiefly through one’s offspring. Whitman
trumps (as he plays on) this idea by suggesting that it is the idea of “freedom”
(as entombed in the graves of “the murderd”) that will “bear seed” and “live
elsewhere with unslaughter’d vitality.” For a discussion of the biblical resonances
of “seed” /“offspring” in Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom!, see R. Alter, Pen of Iron
(Princeton: Princeton University, 2010), 102-05.

56 E.Holloway (UPP1, 30, n. 1) makes the following observation in regard to the
change of “thee”: “This thee giving place to the you of the 1855 and later editions
is an illustration of Whitman’s ‘getting rid of the stock poetic touches’” which
appeared in the first drafts of his ‘Leaves of Grass.” Observe also the omission of
the reference to Ahimoth (1. 4) in the 1855 edition.” Holloway is certainly on mark
here. There are no thees or thous in the 1855 edition, though they begin appearing
in dramatic fashion in the later editions. One convenient source of these archaic
pronouns, of course, is the KJB (see A. McGrath, Inn the Beginning: A History of
the King James Bible and How It Changed a Nation, a Language, and a Culture [New
York: Anchor, 2002], ch. 11). Whitman would have likely inherited this kind of
diction both from the Bible and from the English verse tradition more generally,
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given their present relevance and their more “elusive,” worked over
texture. The latter is especially well evidenced in the poem’s final lines,
which clearly allude to “the coming of the Son of Man,” though they
have been worked over such that the tracks of the source text have been
well covered (see Matt 24:42, 48-50; 25:13; Mark 13:34-35 [“Watch ye
therefore: for ye know not when the master of the house cometh”]; Luke
21:36; Acts 20:31):%

Liberty, let others despair of thee,

But I will never despair of thee:

Is the house shut? Is the master away?
Nevertheless, be ready, be not weary of watching,

He will surely return; his messengers come anon.*®

Therefore, certainly with respect to this one dimension of Whitman'’s
evolving poetic theory—"no quotations”—1850 and the three poems
composed during that spring and summer do seem to offer something
of a watershed, a “dividing line.” At that time, Whitman could still
freely embed quotations in his poems. Beginning with “Resurgemus”
and by the time of the early notebooks (1852 to 1854)% and then in the

which remained full of thees, thous, thys, and thines (as was Whitman’s own early
poetry)—and Quakerism, which exerted (some) influence on Whitman, especially
in his early years, perhaps was another mediating source for such language

(see some of the characters in “Life and Adventures of Jack Engle: An Auto-
Biography,” WWQR 34/3 [2017], 262-357).

57 UPP, 1,30, n. 2; Allen, “Biblical Echoes,” 305-06; Solitary Singer, 105, 168, 555 n.
151; Bergquist, “Whitman and the Bible,” 122.

58 The revised version of the poem’s ending is only slightly altered—"thee”s are
dropped and the shorter lines combined to comport with Whitman’s evolving
preference for a longer line. The “coming of the Son of Man” allusions remain:
Liberty let others despair of you.... I never despair of you.

Is the house shut? Is the master away?

Nevertheless be ready.... be not weary of watching,

He will soon return.... his messengers come anon. (LG, 88)

The New Testament echoes of the “master” who “will soon return” with “his
messengers” leading the way are hard to miss—indeed, “almost” a “paraphrase,”
as Allen notes (Solitary Singer, 268).

59 Most of the early notebooks with trial lines pre-dating the first edition of Leaves
are mostly dated to 1854. The “med Cophésis”notebook (https://whitmanarchive.
org/manuscripts/notebooks/transcriptions/loc.00005.html) is an exception. It
dates sometime between 1852 and 1854. There is also the “Autobiographical Data”
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1855 Leaves, Whitman’s new poetics is firmly in place: no more direct
quotations, a concerted trimming away of (some) biblical and other
literary trappings—those “stock touches,” and a tendency to work
over allusions to the point that they become, as Bergquist says, “more
‘elusive,” more hidden.” The latter is already well-evident in the 1850
version of “Resurgemus,” and Whitman's revisions of the poem for
inclusion in the 1855 Leaves reveal still others. It is perhaps no accident
that these stylistic developments all start with three poems heavily
invested in the Bible. The period corresponds with the point at which
Whitman starts referencing the “poetry” of the Hebrew Bible and the
time of his self-study, which included (some) secondary literature about
the Bible. The poems themselves have their most immediate provocation
in the slavery issue and the political machinations leading up to the
Compromise of 1850, to which Whitman was adamantly opposed.® The
biblical quotations, allusions, and phraseology are not incidental, as
M. Klammer notes with respect to “House of Friends” in particular, as
each side in the slavery debates “attempted to buttress its position with
references to the Bible.”® But at any rate it is with respect to biblical
quotations that one can actually track Whitman’s theory about writing
in his own writing practice.

The Bible in Whitman’s Prose from 1850-53

The 1850 poems are the last writings Whitman composed with line
breaks until the trial lines of the early notebooks (with their signature
“hanging indentations”). However, there is now a goodly amount of
prose (mostly journalistic in nature) from the three-plus-year period
between the time of the 1850 poems and the late summer of 1853—
nearly two dozen separate pieces. This material shows Whitman writing

notebook (https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/notebooks/transcriptions/
loc.05935.html) that dates as early as 1848, though containing material that may
date as late as early 1856. The notebook possibly contains verse (NUPM I, 211-12;
cf. A. C. Higgins, “Art and Argument: The Rise of Walt Whitman’s Rhetorical
Poetics, 1838-1855” [unpbl. Ph.D. diss; University of Massachusetts Amherst,
1999], 136-39). Currently, there is no evidence (aside from the latter notebook)
that Whitman wrote poems (with line-breaks) between 1850 and 1852 at the
earliest.

60 Esp. Klammer, Whitman, Slavery, and Leaves of Grass, 75-84.

61 1Ibid., 77, n. 51.
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abundantly (thinking in particular of the two novelistic contributions,
“Sleeptalker” and “Jack Engle”),%* almost up until the time of the early
pre-Leaves notebooks. Some of this writing has long been known to
Whitman scholars and features in the surveys of biblical allusions by
Allen and others. Other material has only recently been recovered (e.g.,
“Jack Engle”). In general, these prose writings share the same basic
attitude to the use of the Bible as is evident in the 1850 poems: the Bible
is not prohibited; indeed, as it never appears to be in Whitman’s prose
writings. This is most explicit in the “Art and Artists” lecture, which
besides the two pieces of long fiction, is perhaps the most carefully
crafted essay of the period. It is, as R. L. Bohan observes, “studded with
quotations from and indirect references to Emerson, the Bible, Carlyle,
Ruskin, Rousseau, Shakespeare, Pope, Bryant, Horace, Socrates, and
an unnamed Persian poet”®*—Whitman is clearly not worried about
second-hand attributions. In addition to the long, rhythmic paraphrase
of Genesis 1 previously discussed (see Chapter One), there is also a riff
on the risen Christ’'s commandment, “And he said unto them, Go ye into
all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature” (Mark 16:15):
“To the artist, I say, has been given the command to go forth into all
the world and preach the gospel of beauty.”** Here the use of biblical
language and form (i.e., a command) is intended to layer Whitman's
aesthetic charge with the familiarity and traditional authority of the
gospel saying.

Some further examples will illustrate Whitman’s practice in this
material. Periodic eruptions of stylistic flourishes that will typify (much
of) the 1855 Leaves are not uncommon, and often are accompanied by
(more and less) obvious biblicisms. The editors of the Walt Whitman
Archive call attention, for example, to the following paragraph from the

62 Letter to the New York Sun offering to publish a serialized novel entitled
“Sleeptalker,” an adapted version of a Danish novel, which Z. Turpin, for example,
assumes “was almost certainly a completed novel” (“Introduction to Walt
Whitman’s ‘Life and Adventures of Jack Engle,” WWQR 39/3 [2017], 227; “Jack
Engle” in the Sunday Dispatch (14 March-18 April 1852).

63  Looking into Walt Whitman: American Art, 1850-1920 (University Park: Pennsylvania
State University, 2006), 19. The “Art and Artists” was delivered by Whitman on 31
March 1851 and published subsequently in the Brooklyn Daily Advertizer (3 April
1851; reprinted in UPP I, 241-47.

64 UPP1, 243; cf. Allen, “Biblical Echoes,” 306 (though he cites Matt 28:19).
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third of the so-called “Paumanok letters” (of 1851),% noting how its
“tone and style” anticipate “Song of Myself”:

Have not you, too, at such a time, known this thirst of the eye? Have you
not, in like manner, while listening to the well-played music of some band
like Maretzek’s, felt an overwhelming desire for measureless sound—a
sublime orchestra of a myriad orchestras—a colossal volume of harmony,
in which the thunder might roll in its proper place; and above it, the vast,
pure Tenor,—identity of the Creative Power itself—rising through the
universe, until the boundless and unspeakable capacities of that mystery,
the human soul, should be filled to the uttermost, and the problem of
human cravingness be satisfied and destroyed?

The run of rhetorical questions come in for particular comment,
reminiscent, as they are, of Whitman'’s “strategic use” of such questions
in Leaves, such as in the following passage:

Have you reckoned a thousand acres much? Have you reckoned the
earth much?

Have you practiced so long to learn to read?

Have you felt so proud to get at the meaning of poems? (LG 14)

Such questions have a biblical lilt about them. The phrase “have ye not”
appears twenty-six times in the KJB, often similarly rhetorical in nature,
including this short run from Isa 40:21: “Have ye not known? have ye
not heard? hath it not been told you from the beginning? have ye not
understood from the foundations of the earth?” The lineation of the
Leaves passage helps bring out the parallelism (itself a device with a
biblical lineage, see Chapter Four) that is present also in Isaiah (a triplet
or pair of couplets in the original Hebrew, cf. BHS, NRSV) and in the
journalistic passage.

An uncollected newspaper column from the Brooklyn Evening Star
(24 May 1852), entitled “An Afternoon Lounge About Brooklyn,” offers
another example of writing that anticipates the mature poetry of Leaves.
This one contains one of those ample and ambling sentences (fifty-three
words) that come to characterize Whitman's sentential palette in the
early Leaves:

65 “Letters from Paumanok,” New York Evening Post (14 August 1851), http://
whitmanarchive.org/published /periodical /journalism/tei/per.00266.html.
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Brooklyn is especially beautiful as a summer town. The innumerable
trees—the elevated grounds—the views of land and water—the
hundreds of choice private gardens, with the frequent glimpses, here
and there, of the rare collections in the private conservatories of fruits
and flowers, all cause the time of the singing of birds to be our city’s
special season of attraction.®

The long dashes are used, much like the suspension points in the 1855
Leaves, to provide the undergirding necessary to support Whitman'’s
complex and expansive subject (37 words long, no verbs). And
Whitman brings the sentence to a close by lifting a phrase from the Song
of Songs’ own paean to spring, Song 2:8-17: “the time of the singing of
birds” (2:12). The allusion may well be intentional, and yet Whitman
is not quoting or citing the biblical text but folding its phrasing into
his writing, appropriating its language as his own. Another example
comes from one of the long known 1851 “Letters from Paumanok.”®
Here Whitman is reporting an encounter between old “Aunt Rebby”
(“she was seventy years old”—”Rebby” is presumably short for
“Rebekah”) and Whitman’s equally biblically named interlocutor,
“Uncle Dan’l,” whom the old woman at first fails to recognize. When
she does recognize him, Whitman writes: “A new light broke upon
the dim eyes of the old dame.” The trope of “dim eyes” appears eight
times in the Bible, mostly in descriptions of the elderly (Gen 27:1 [said
of Isaac, Rebekah’s husband]; 48:10; Deut 34:7; 1 Sam 3:2; 4:15; cf. Job
17:7; Isa 32:3; Lam 5:17).%8

The phrase “talents of gold” appears in the last of Whitman’s 1850
“Letters from New York” (also signed “Paumanok”).® The phrasing is
straight from the KJB where “talent” is a unit for measuring gold or
silver (Hebrew kikkar /kikkarim; with gold, 1 Kgs 9:14; 10:10, 14; 1 Chron

66 P.2.

67 “Letters from Paumanok,” New York Evening Post (28 June 1851), http://
whitmanarchive.org/published /periodical /journalism/tei/per.00265.html; cf. UPP
I, 252.

68 The coinage is another of Tyndale’s (e.g., “and his eyes were dymme,” Gen 27:1)
carried forward by the KJB. The adjective “dim” is only used one time in the KJB
not associated with the characterization of the eyes of the elderly. In Lam 4:1
“dim” is used in the description of the loss (dulling) of gold’s luster—this dates
back to Coverdale’s rendering from 1535 (OED).

69 R.G. Silver, “Whitman in 1850: Three Uncollected Articles,” American Literature
19/4 (1948), 302-17 (parenthetical references in this section refer to the pagination
of Silver).
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22:14; 29:4; 2 Chron 8:18; 9:9, 13; with silver, Exod 38:27; 1 Kgs 20:39;
2 Kgs 5:22; 15:19; 1 Chron 19:6; 22:14; 25:6; Ezra 8:26; Est 3:5). Here
Whitman’s collaging of language is accompanied by his massaging
of the meaning toward the more standard connotation of the English,
viz. talent as aptitude, ability, facility, gift, knack. So “talents of gold,”
like Whitman’s own parallel coinage, “endowments of silver” (p. 316;
echoing the Bible’s occasional joining of the two phrases, e.g., 2 Kgs
18:14; 23:33; 2 Chron 36:3), are “the highest order of gifts and blessings”
(p. 316). The letter also mentions “commentators on the Bible” (p. 314),
God (pp. 315, 317), “tales of Gog and Magog” (cf. Ezek 38:2; Rev 20:8; p.
316), and “leaven” that “leaveneth the whole lump” (1 Cor 5:6;,° Gal 5:9;
p- 317). Other notable examples of collaged biblical phrasing include
“light of life” (John 8:12),” “Priests of the Sun” (2 Kgs 23:5),72 and the
biblicized “and will satisfy any man that hath eyes to see” (cf. Deut 29:4;
Ezek 12:2),” all in regard to the new technology of the daguerreotype
and all from the summer of 1853.

Given its recent recovery, Whitman’s anonymously published novella
“Jack Engle” deserves some attention.” There are more than thirty
obvious biblicisms, including names that derive from biblical characters
(e.g., “Ephraim Foster,” p. 264; “Rebecca,” p. 274; “Isaac Leech,” p. 288),
biblical language (e.g., “ministered unto,” p. 268—22x in KJB; “I say,” pp.
271, 332—212x in KJB; “blessed is/are,” p. 272—37x and 31x respectively

70 Asnoted by Silver (“Whitman in 1850,” 317, n. 41).

71 “An Hour Among the Portraits” (Brooklyn Evening Star [7 June 1853], 2: “A
thousand faces! They look at you from all parts of the large and sumptuously
furnished saloon. Over your shoulders, back, behind you, staring square in front,
how the eyes, almost glittering with the light of life, bend down upon one, and
silently follow his motions” [emphasis added].

72 Ibid. “Success, say we in conclusion, to Photography and the workers in the same.
It is a noble art, modern as it is; and from what we have seen from them, the
Priests of the Sun themselves are worthy of their great vocation—good fellows and
worthy to shine in any presence” [emphasis added]. Cf. Peterson, Chaining the Sun
about Gurney’s photography where the same imagery appears.

73 “A Brooklyn Daguerreotypist,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle (27 August 1853), 2.

74 From an earlier article on art (“Something about Art and Brooklyn Artists,”

New York Evening Post [1 February 1851]; cf. UPP I, 236) there is also the highly
biblicized English of “to bring light out of the present darkness” (cf. Job 12:22; 2
Cor 4:6; 1 Pet 2:9; cf. Ps 107:14)—allusions obviously intended.

75 Parenthetical references to page numbers are to Turpin’s edition. I do not include
in my tally the thees, thys, and the like that are obvious Quakerisms used by
Whitman in the dialogue of some of his characters (e.g., Mr. Covert).
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in in KJB; “saith,” p. 273—1262x in KJB; “O, Lord!” [353x], “brethern”
[563x] and “Amen” [78x], pp. 298-99), direct quotations (e.g., “spirit of
Christ,” (p. 268—Rom 8:9; 1 Pet 1:11; “angel from Heaven,” p. 270)—Gal
1:8; “lusts of the flesh,” p. 300—2 Pet 2:18; “in the twinkling of an eye,”
p. 316—1 Cor 15:52), and allusions (e.g., “and wouldn't have taken the
name of the Lord in vain,” p. 281—Exod 20:7; Deut 5:11; watchmen
scene, pp. 321-26—Song 3:1-5; 5:2-8; “as the dove, which went forth
from the ark,” p. 333—Gen 8:8-12; “sower of seeds that have brought
forth good and evil,” p. 334—Matt 13:4, 19, 24, 29, 31; Luke 8:5; cf. 2 Cor
9:10; “the serpent has cast his slough,” p. 345)—Genesis 3). One of the
more remarkable biblical inflections in “Jack Engle” is a close version of
1 Cor 15:52 (“the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised”),
which Whitman lineates as verse: “The trumpet shall sound,/ And the
dead shall rise” (p. 335). This comes from one of the epitaphs on a
gravestone, some of which Whitman copied out from actual headstones
and used in his story.” In fact, Whitman has Jack Engle, on his “ramble”
through the Trinity Church graveyard, copying down such epitaphs—*1
put my pencil and the slip of paper on which I had been copying, in my
pocket” (p. 336). Whitman himself loved such rambles and his avid note
taking in small handmade notebooks is amply attested. The fictionalized
process here is a reflection of one of Whitman’s favored modes of
composition—collaging—and that he models Jack’s ramble on his own
habits anticipates Whitman'’s later move to first-person discourse in
Leaves. And as significant, this may well offer another concrete example
of Whitman literally making verse out of biblical language.”

There is nothing especially biblical about “Jack Engle.” And yet the
thirty odd biblical phrases, echoes, allusions, and adaptations from the
novella show Whitman’s easy familiarity with the Bible and how ready
he is in the spring of 1852 to absorb its language into his own writing.

In sum, although there is no new verse production during this
period (aside possibly from the [readymade] versified tombstone
inscription of 1 Cor 15:52), Whitman continues to write (in quantity)
and continues to evolve and hone a style of writing that will eventually

76 Turpin, “Introduction,” 258, n. 66.

77 And even if the versified version of 1 Cor 15:52 itself proves to be found (on an
actual tombstone), this too is not uninteresting, as it represents a functionalization
of Whitman’s habitual compositional practice of collage.
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come to characterize the nonnarrative poetry of the 1855 Leaves.” Biblical
and biblicized phrasing abounds in this material. Such phrasing is not
chiefly citational in orientation but forms part of the collaged language
materials that Whitman absorbs into his writing. In these mainly
occasional pieces the lifted phrases are mostly left as taken, their biblical
patina not yet burnished away, and hence easily recognizable.

Biblical Echoes in the Early Notebooks and
Unpublished Poetry Manuscripts

The early notebooks and unpublished poetry manuscripts fill in another
part of the gap between the three 1850 poems and the 1855 Leaves of
Grass. Here I turn, first, to the early (1852-54) notebooks, and then to
the never published poem, “Pictures,” and a sampling of some of the
pre-Leaves poetry manuscripts. In this preparatory material leading up
to the 1855 Leaves, the biblical allusions, echoes, and stylistic borrowings
begin to take on the “more ‘elusive’” texture of the 1855 Leaves, though
many are still readily traceable, perhaps because most of this material
was not yet (if ever) finalized for publication. Before focalizing this
early material, however, I want to consider a later (Grier: “after July 1,
1865”) pantomime of an “old Hebrew” prophet in a manuscript scrap
entitled, “We need somebody.””” Here Whitman calls for the making of
a national literature (following Emerson and Carlyle, and himself in the
1855 Preface). What is of interest is how he names and then shapes this
call as if it were a prophetic utterance from the Bible. He begins: “We
need semeth somebody or something, whose utterance is "' like that
fitteg—tof an Hebrew prophet’s, only substituting TP | jterature instead
of the rapt religion.” He then gives us the “utterance sh crying aloud”:
“Hear, O People! O poets & writers, yott ye have stpposed-your made
literature as—an—accompanimen an—adjunce as—i e aSthe

d O pd , d adaiud

78 Loving makes a related observation about Whitman expanding his writing in
the Aurora (in 1842 and following) to include the “essay form.” “It is from the
essay,” Loving writes, “more than anywhere else perhaps, that Whitman's use
of free verse came into being” (Song of Himself, 60). I take this as a comment on
Whitman’s developing style as he works towards the kind of poetry that will
characterize the 1855 Leaves.

79 After NUPM 1V, 1606; cf. Allen, “Biblical Echoes,” 313.
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upholstery of your parlors, or the confections of your tables. Ye have
made a mere Ornaments, a prettiness Ye have feebly followed &
feebly multiplied the models of other "~ lands. &put
of idols, of clay, silver & brass. I come to call you to the truth
Hsliter Its own literature, to a Nation, is the
first of all thin%s. Even its Religion appears only through its Literature,
& as a part of it. Know ye, Ye may have all other things possessions |
without your own grand Soul’s Literature, ye are as but little better than
anf?t trading prosperous beasts. Aping but others ye are but intelligent
apes. Until ye prove title by productions, remain subordinate, & cease
those that perpetual windy bragging. Far, far above alse all else, H.l a
nation, g making 1S men 10 TOVE o4 gods, behold inanation 00O

race-itsorignalownpoets the bards, orators, & authors, born of the spirit

& body of the race nation.®

Ye are in the midst
knowledge of
the Living God, in writings.

This is clearly intentionally over the top and Whitman means to make
his own “aping” of a prophetic judgment oracle obvious (e.g., address,
complaint and judgment, call for new behavior—the making of the
nation’s own literature, proclamation of good news—“behold... the
bards”). Contrary to his poetic theory,® instead of getting rid of stock
phrases and unnecessary “ornaments” he puts them in. The King James
“ye,” for example, occurs a total of nine times. At several points Whitman
slips and writes “y/You,” cancels it and inserts “y/Ye.” He tells us it is
like an “old Hebrew prophet’s” utterance and then proceeds to litter
the passage with phrasal echoes of the Bible, e.g., “Hearken, O people”
(1 Kgs 22:28) or “Hear, all ye people” (Mic 1:2); “thou hast moreover
multiplied thy fornication in the land of Canaan unto Chaldea” (Ezek
16:29); the famous “image” of Daniel 2 is made up of silver, clay, and
brass (esp. vv. 32-33); “I am not come to call the righteous” (Matt
9:13); and in two cases there are actual phrases from the Bible—"Living
God,” occurring thirty times in total (the capitalization helps to secure
readerly attention) and “behold,” which appears over a thousand times
in the Hebrew Bible alone, most often as a translation of Hebrew hinne.
And all, of course, is in prose just like all of the prophetic literature in
the rendering of the KJB.

80 NUPMIV, 1606-07.
81 Whitman’s early worries over second-hand quotations and stock phrasing and the
like is much relaxed in his later poetry. And of course this is a (later) prose sketch.
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I cite this lampoon for two principal reasons. First, it underscores the
centrality of the prophetic to Whitman’s poetic sensibility, which though
widely stipulated is also perhaps too easily (and often) sublimated. No
doubt he owes much to Carlyle and Emerson for his conception of the
poet-prophet whose voice is heard commanding assent throughout the
1855 Leaves.® But the idea is ultimately rooted in “old Hebraic anger and
prophecy.”® Robert Lowth, and thus the Bible, is the ultimate source for
this Romantic conceit—it “runs from Lowth to Blake, to Herder, and to
Whitman.”* Whitman himself acknowledges the biblical source of this
Romantic pose in his entry, “The Death of Thomas Carlyle,” included
in Specimen Days, where he writes admiringly of Carlyle, “Not Isaiah
himself more scornful, more threatening” and then quotes Isa 28:3—4
(from the KJB): “The crown of pride, the drunkards of Ephraim, shall be
trodden under feet: And the glorious beauty which is on the head of the
fat valley shall be a fading flower.”® And his own “dream” about the rise
of a future “race of... poets” who are “newer, larger prophets—larger
than Judea’s, and more passionate.”® As J. R. LeMaster emphasizes,
“That Whitman presented himself as a prophet is beyond doubt.”® And
that his conception of prophecy owes a huge debt to Isaiah and the
corpus of prophetic poetry in the Bible is equally beyond doubt—as the
early twentieth-century Hebrew poet Uri Zvi Greenberg emphasizes,
“Whitman should have written in Hebrew, since he is molded from the
same substance as a Hebraic prophet.”®® And thus this is another tell of
the Bible’s import to Whitman.

82 See D. Kuebrich, “Religion and the Poet-Prophet” in Companion to Walt Whitman,
197-215, esp. 198-205. For the influence of American Protestantism on Whitman
generally and also as it bears on the place of prophecy in his imagination, see B.
Yothers, “Nineteenth-Century Religion” in Walt Whitman in Context (eds. J. Levin
and E. Whitley; Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2018), 524-42.

83 Esp. Crawley, Structure, 27-49; cf. Posey, “Whitman’s Debt,” 6-12.

84 R.D.Richardson, Emerson: The Mind on Fire (Berkeley: University of California,
1995), 12; cf. M. Roston, Prophet and Poet: The Bible and the Growth of Romanticism
(Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University, 1965).

85 CWIV, 305; CPW, 169; cf. 253 (“poets... possess’d of the religious fire and abandon
of Isaiah”).

86 CWYV,224; PW1I, 486; cf. Allen, “Biblical Echoes,” 312.

87 “Prophecy” in Routledge Encyclopedia of Walt Whitman.

88 As cited in E. Greenspan, “Whitman in Israel” in Walt Whitman and the World (eds.
G. W. Allen and E. Folsom; Iowa City: University of Iowa, 1995), 386-95, at 388.
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Second, the pantomime of an “old Hebrew” prophetic utterance in
“We need somebody,” in its explicitness and exaggeration, also enables a
better appreciation of another dimension of Whitman’s debt to the Bible,
his mimicry of it. The Bible’s influence on Whitman has been measured
mostly by the degree to which he can be seen directly engaging the Bible,
e.g., through allusion, by borrowing biblical phrases, by referencing it.
Yet there are not many direct biblical references in Leaves. By far the
largest way in which the Bible has influenced Whitman is in his adoption
of its manner (s) of phrasing, its rhythms and parallelism, its genres, even
its formatting, and then shaping them to suit his own poetry, themes,
diction, etc. And so I have gathered some of Whitman’s references to
biblical prophecy and prophets (e.g., Isaiah), but far more telling is how
Whitman himself takes on this persona, this pose—the poet-prophet,
and enacts it throughout his mature poetry. There, of course, with few
exceptions (e.g., “The dirt receding before my prophetical screams,” LG,
31), it usually goes un-explicated, un-narrated, un-designated. Hence,
the importance of the pantomime. In it we catch Whitman doing what
he always does but here the mimicry is intentionally made plain for all to
see. Allen’s diagnosis of Whitman’s adoption and adaptation of biblical
parallelism is perhaps the parade example of such mimicry (see Chapter
Four). Much of what I have to say about Whitman'’s line, lyricism, free
verse, and prose style is in an effort to locate and unpack the artistry of
such mimicry. The difference is, we usually lack a pantomime or some
other means of self-explication by which to catch Whitman in the act
of imitation, of borrowing, of working and re-working, of writing and
re-writing until he makes what he borrows his own. In these instances, I
will only be able to triangulate on Whitman'’s biblical imitations up to a
point and then no further. But at least in this case, we may be certain of
the ultimate source of his prophetic pose.

Now to the early notebooks and their biblical inflections. Perhaps the

earliest pre-Leaves notebook, the “Autobiographical Data” notebook,
appears tohavebeen used over an extended period of time (1848-55/56) %

89 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/notebooks/transcriptions/loc.05935.
html. On the dates of use, see Higgins, “Wage Slavery,” 76, n. 35.
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and thus only some aspects of its content may be fixed more precisely.
Still, the notebook contains a number of general references to the “Bible”
and queries rhetorically, “[ilteg:] WhY confine the matter to that part
of the it involved in the Scriptures?” There is an echo of the “curse”
of humankind from the second creation story in Genesis 2-3 (“Every
precious gift to man is linked with a curse—and each pollution has
some sparkle from heaven”)—the immediately following line/sentence
mentions “angels,” “heaven,” and “serpents.” And then there is an
extremely ugly reference to “Mordecai the Jew” (cf. Est 2:5: “there was a
certain Jew, whose name was Mordecai”).

In the “Med Cophdsis”® notebook (1852-54) there is a set of three
proverbial sayings that though unbiblical in content (with no specific
allusions) imitate biblical diction:

Can a man be wise without he get wisdom from the books?
Can he be religious and have nothing to do with churches or prayers?

Can he have great style, without being dressed in fine clothes and
without any name or fame?*!

These sayings appear to be in prose—or at least they do not exhibit the
kind of “hanging indentation” that typifies Whitman’s written verse
in these notebooks (and eventually replicated in print in Leaves). The
rendering in fact looks very much like the similarly prosaized proverbial
sayings in the KJB.”? The use of such rhetorical questions is characteristic
of the Bible’s proverbial wisdom (e.g., Job 6:6; 22:2; 36:29; Prov 6:27-28;
20:24; Mark 8:4; John 3:4). And indeed Prov 6:27-28 contains a short run
of verses that sound very much like Whitman’s notations, though with
different subject matter:

Can a man take fire in his bosom, and his clothes not be burned?

Can one go upon hot coals, and his feet not be burned?

90 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/notebooks/transcriptions/loc.00005.html.

91 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc.00005.003.jpg.

92 Indeed, the indentation (i.e., each of the three “Can” sayings begin on a new
indented line), as it opposes Whitman's later custom, is especially reminiscent of
the KJB'’s practice of versification (see Figs. 14-19).
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In fact, the second verse could be translated even more literally (“Can
a man,” JPS), as the Hebrew repeats °¥ “man” from v. 27, which the
KJB translators have altered (for stylistic and grammatical reasons) to
“one.” There is also the run of “Canst thou” headed lines in the Yahweh
speeches from Job (38:31-35; 39:1-2, 10, 20; 40:9; 41:1-2, 7).” The pair
“wise (man)”// “wisdom” appears nineteen times in the KJB (e.g.,
“Wisdom strengthens the wise,” Eccl 7:19).

From the “Poem incarnating the mind” notebook (1854),* there is
this trial line: “And wrete chalked on a great board, Be of good cheer,
we will not desert you, and held it up astheytoagainstthe and did it.”*
The line is voiced by the “captain” of a rescue ship and is addressed to
survivors of a ship wrecked by a storm. The phrase “Be of good cheer”
is lifted directly from the gospels, Jesus’s words, also in the middle of a
storm, “Be of good cheer; it is I; be not afraid” (Matt 14:27; Mark 6:50; cf.
Matt 9:2; John 16:33).% There is a reference to Adam and Eve and several
to God, and then a more serious kind of imitation, or better, exaltation,

where Whitman admits that “Yes Christ was Great large so-was and
was greats and then affirms, “I know that I am great large and
strong as any of them.” And: “Not even that-dread God is so great to me

Homer

as mMyself is great to me.— Who knows but that I too shall in time be
a God as pure and prodigious as any of them.”*” The reference to “that
dread God” (preceded by mention of Christ who “brings the perfumed
bread”) makes clear that it is the biblical God that Whitman has chiefly

93 By way of partial confirmation of my interpretation, I note that Martin Farquhar
Tupper, who is quite explicit about the biblical models for his Proverbial Philosophy
(London: Joseph Rickerby, 1838), has many similarly shaped lines, e.g., “Can a cup
contain within itself the measure of a bucket?” (p. 26);”Can the Unchangeable be
changed, or waver in his purpose?” (p. 95); Canst thou measure Omnipotence,
canst thou conceive Ubiquity (p. 126). For more on Tupper and Whitman, see
Chapter Three.

94  https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/notebooks/transcriptions/loc.00346.html.

95 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc_jc.01673.jpg.

96 Even Whitman’s added phrase, “we will not desert you,” mimics the cadence of
the gospel passages which add a phrase following the verb 6axpoew (which is
often translated nowadays more etymologically, i.e., be courageous, take heart
(cf. NRSV), e.g., “thy sins be forgiven thee” (Matt 9:2). The whole line is slightly
revised and goes into the 1855 Leaves: “And chalked in large letters on a board, Be
of good cheer, We will not desert you” (LG, 39). Cf. Posey, “Whitman’s Debt,” 280;
Bergquist, “Whitman and the Bible,” 158.

97  https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc_jc.01676.jpg.
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in mind here. In “You know how” notebook (“before 1855”),% there are
also a few obvious biblical allusions: “the god that made the globe,”
“reliable[?] sttre as immortality Wm,” and “clear and fresh as
the Creation.”®

In several of the 1854 notebooks distinct “echoes” of the Bible’s
manner of saying things are heard. For example, in the “Memorials”
notebook there is a sequence of didactic conditional statements in which
the protasis and apodosis feature the same lexeme, viz. “If the general
has a good army..., he has a good army,” “If you are rich... you are rich,”
“If you are located... you are well located,” “If you are happy... you are
happy.”'® The same trope shows up in Leaves, from both 1855 (“If the
future is nothing they are just as surely nothing,” LG, 65) and 1856 (“If
one is lost, you are inevitably lost,” LG 1856, 18). Compare Prov 9:12, “If
thou be wise, thou shalt be wise for thyself,” and 1 Cor 14:38, “But if any
man be ignorant, let him be ignorant.” And there is this analogous run
from 1 Esdras (4:7-9):

...if he command to kill, they kill; if he command to spare, they spare; If
he command to smite, they smite; if he command to make desolate, they
make desolate; if he command to build, they build; If he command to cut
down, they cut down; if he command to plant, they plant.

Also in the fourth of Whitman's conditionals appears a typical Whitman
tick: “butItell you...” (e.g., “If you carouse at the table I say I will carouse
at the opposite side of the table,” LG, 58). “I tell you” or “I say” commonly
occur in the KJB (e.g., Isa 36:5; Ps 27:14; Eccl 6:3; Matt 5:18,20, 22, 26,
8; Luke 4:25; 13:3, 5, 27), and thus Whitman in (sarcastic) pantomime:
“‘O Bible!” say I ‘what nonsense and folly have been supported in thy
name!””!™ And in “I know a rich capitalist” (1854)'” Whitman registers

98 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/notebooks/transcriptions/loc.00142.
html. Cf. Higgins, “Wage Slavery,” 74, n. 14.

99  https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc.00142.009.jpg.

100 NUPM 1, 146. In Whitman'’s letter to Emerson a prosaicized version of this trope
(minus the conditional) appears: “he who travels... travels straight for the slopes
of dissolution” (LG 1856, 350-51).

101 “Autobiographical Data.” For the inverted word order (“say 1”), see esp. Matt
21:43, 1 Cor 9:8, 10:19, and Gal 1:9—in each case the manner of translation goes
back ultimately to Tyndale’s 1526 New Testament, though curiously there does not
appear to be any obvious impetus for the inversion in the Greek (perhaps here the
influence is from Luther’s German, viz “sage/rede ich”).

102 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/notebooks/transcriptions /nyp.00129.html.
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the following (complaint?): “Be thot you like the grand powers.”'® The
phrase “be thou” appears some sixty-two times in the KJB, including,
“be thou like a roe or a young hart” (Song 2:17).!* Here, too, Whitman
can be seen scrubbing the archaic “thou” out of the phrase.

The “Talbot Wilson” notebook'® has a fair number of (possible)
biblical echoes. It is littered with archaic diction (e.g., “thither,”
“beget”/“begat”), for which the KJB would have been one readily
available source. The syntax of much of the verse recorded here is
beginning to take on the highly paratactic profile of the 1855 Leaves,
another feature shared with the KJB (see Chapters Three and Five).
And Whitman’s manner of phrasing often has a biblical ring to it. An
example of the latter occurs in the following set of lines that appear by
themselves on a single leaf:

Pe!ave you supposed it beautiful to be born?

., I know just as

I tell you, it - it is more beautiful to die;

For I take my death with the dying

And my birth with the new-born babes s
The phrase “have ye” occurs some eighty-three times in the KJB, and
“hast thou” some 147 times (both especially common in rhetorical
questions), with this passage from Matthew being especially close to
the sound, rhythm, and logic of Whitman'’s lines:

Or have ye not read in the law, how that on the sabbath days the priests
in the temple profane the sabbath, and are blameless? But I say unto you,
That in this place is one greater than the temple.... For the Son of man is
Lord even of the sabbath day. (Matt 12:5-6, 8)'*

103 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/nyp.00129.004.jpg.

104 Even more common in the Bible is the negative imperative idiom, “be not...,” as
in “Be not desirous of his dainties” (Prov 23:3), or “Be not afraid of them that
kill the body” (Luke 12:4), which will have provided Whitman with one model
for the phrasing of his line in the 1855 version of “I celebrate myself”: “And I call
to mankind, Be not curious about God” (LG 54)—and this in a context in which
Whitman would appear to be riffing on the Imago Dei (e.g., Gen 1:26), viz. “In the
faces of men and women I see God.” The slightly later “Dick Hunt” notebook has
a line with both positive and negative renditions: “Be it the same as if I were with
you—DBe not too certain but I am with you” (NUPM I, 268).

105 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/notebooks/transcriptions/loc.00141.html.

106 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc.00141.091.jpg

107 Cf. Jer 44:9-13; Ezek 13:7-8; Amos 5:25-27.
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Tellingly, the biblical lilt of the notebook lines is entirely jettisoned in
their published version:

Has any one supposed it lucky to be born?

I hasten to inform him or her it is just as lucky to die, and I know it.

I pass death with the dying, and birth with the new-washed babe....
and am not contained between my hat and boots (LG, 17).

Whitman has removed the biblically sounding “Have you” (“has” [as
opposed to “hast”] only occurs four times in the KJB) and “I tell you”
and exploded the overall logic (no “For”) and rhythm of the lines, as
well as their integrity as a distinct unit.

In a similar vein, there is a longish prose passage that is shaped on
the underlying substructure of antithetical logic that informs so much of
the parallelism in the biblical book of Proverbs: “The world ignorant ™"
is demented with the madness of owning things—... —But the wisest
soul knows that nething "° notone object ;e vastuniverse can really be
owned by one man or woman any more than another.—meddtesomef?}
foolwho-whoefanctesthat.'"”®” Compare, for example, the following from

Proverbs:

The wise shall inherit glory: but shame shall be the promotion of fools.
(3:35)

The wise in heart will receive commandments: but a prating fool shall
fall. (10:8)

The lips of the righteous feed many: but fools die for want of wisdom.
(10:21)

It is as sport to a fool to do mischief: but a man of understanding hath
wisdom. (10:23)

The way of a fool is right in his own eyes: but he that hearkeneth unto
counsel is wise. (12:15)

Every prudent man dealeth with knowledge: but a fool layeth open his
folly. (13:16)

108 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc.00141.054.jpg.
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The desire accomplished is sweet to the soul: but it is abomination to
fools to depart from evil. (13:19)

The heart of him that hath understanding seeketh knowledge: but the
mouth of fools feedeth on foolishness. (15:14)

A fool uttereth all his mind: but a wise man keepeth it in till afterwards.
(29:11)

Even the biblical binary “wise man”/”fool” is clearly originally in view
in Whitman’s “wisest soul” and the “meddlesomef?Hfoot.

Whitman'’s holistic anthropology is already well developed in these
notebook entries. For example, the couplet “I am the poet of the body/
And I am the poet of the soul” which will feature in the 1855 Leaves (LG,
26) makes its first appearance in this notebook."” Although Whitman
likely will have come to this holistic sensibility from various sources,"? it
is worth stressing that in distinction to the New Testament (and much
traditional Christian thought) the Hebrew Bible (like the ancient Semitic
world more generally) exhibits a distinctly holistic anthropology as
well—body and soul/mind are a unity and not at all dichotomous.
Whether Whitman explicitly appreciated this fact is unclear to me,"! but
the compatibility with his own thinking is patent'? and perhaps helps to

109 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc.00141.070.jpg. NUPM 1, 67.

110 For example, S. J. Tapscott (“Leaves of Myself: Whitman’s Egypt in ‘Song of
Myself,”” American Literature 50/1 [1978], 49-73, esp. 62—-64) calls attention to
Whitman’s well-known infatuation with Egypt and wonders whether Egypt
does not furnish one set of influences on Whitman'’s “self-soul split.” Whitman
is attracted to a phrase he gleans from G. R. Gliddon’s Ancient Egypt (13-13),
“the remedy of the soul” (Whitman, “Egyptian Museum,” 32) and Tapscott
even hears in Whitman an echo of a now well-known Egyptian wisdom text
(“A Dispute over Suicide,” ANET, 405-07) in which a man contemplates suicide
through a dialogue with his own soul (“Leaves of Myself,” 63-64). Although
as Tapscott notes, knowledge of such a text could have been only conveyed
secondarily to Whitman, as translations were only published later (“Leaves of
Myself,” 63-64, n. 31). Regardless, as noted, there were also analogously staged
dialogues with the soul already readily accessible to Whitman in the Bible. For the
influence of transcendentalism on Whitman’s notion of the soul, see R. Schober,
“Transcendentalism” in Walt Whitman in Context, 388-405, esp. 390-92, 396-98.

111 Note the intriguing comment at the end of a manuscript leaf (“Egyptian religion”)
which Grier says likely dates “soon after 1855” (NUPMS VI, 2028): “Hebrew
[:] The most ethereal and elevated Spirituality—this seems to be the what
subordinates all the rest—The soul—the spirit—rising in vagueness—".

112 Bergquist makes a similar point (“Whitman and the Bible,” 175-76), though he
principally has the New Testament in view, which does not provide as close a fit as
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explain Whitman’s assimilation of so much from the Hebrew Bible. And
yet the KJB’s typical, hyper-literal translation of Hebrew nepe$ as “soul”
individuates and animates the concept in ways suggestive of Whitman’s
many stagings of his “soul.”'® There are differences, of course. The KJB
translators can imagine (no doubt because of their own assumptions about
a bipartite anthropology) the psalmist in dialogue with his soul (e.g., Ps
3:2; 11:1; 16:2; 35:3; 42:5, 11; 43:5; cf. Luke 12:19), which Whitman mimics
(“and I said to my soul When we become the god enfolders....”;"** cf. LG,
52) and then eroticizes, imagining his soul having sex with his body (LG,
15-16). In fact, there are several biblical inflections in this famous passage
from the 1855 Leqves.!”® Whitman’s soul-lover, who is addressed directly
(“you my soul,” cf. Ps 16:2), “reached till you felt my beard, and reached
till you held my feet” (LG, 16), an internally parallelistic and wonderful
merism—from bearded head (top) to foot (bottom; cf. Song 5:10-16; 2
Sam 14:25)—that surely also must mean to play on “feet” as a biblical
euphemism by which the “Hebrews modestly express those parts which
decency forbids us to mention” (e.g., “uncover his feet,” Ruth 3:4)."¢ The
“hand of God” (16x in the KJB; “hand of the LORD,” 39x)"” and the “spirit
of God” (26x; “spirit of the LORD,” 31x) are common biblical phrases and
the release that such handling brings is conveyed so as to echo Paul:'*

Swiftly arose and spread around me the peace and joy and knowledge
that pass all the art and argument of the earth (LG, 15)

And the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall keep your
hearts and minds through Christ Jesus (Phil 4:7)™

the Hebrew Bible.

113 See G. Kateb’s insightful observations about Whitman'’s dualistic stagings of the
body and the soul, “Walt Whitman and the Culture of Democracy” in Political
Companion, 24.

114 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc.00141.040.jpg.

115 For the larger cultural and religious background of this passage, see Reynolds,
Whitman’s America, 268-70.

116 Calmet’s Dictionary, 439.

117 “The Hand of the LORD” is an important motif in the mythology of biblical
Yahwism (e.g., P. D. Miller and J. . M. Roberts, The Hand of the Lord: A Reassessment
of the “Ark Narrative” of 1 Samuel [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, 1977]).

118 Posey, “Whitman’s Debt,” 287; Crawley, Structure, 65; Bergquist, “Whitman and
the Bible,” 177, 289; Folsom and Merrill, Song of Myself, 29 (“biblical-sounding
passage”).

119 Whitman quotes the biblical passage (“the peace of God that passeth all
understanding”) in Specimen Days (CPW, 161; cf. Allen, “Biblical Echoes,” 304;
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As for the notebook couplet quoted above, not only is the animating
thought characteristically Hebraic, but so too is the formal shaping of
the lines—a parallelistic couplet made up of relatively short lines—
it eventually is stretched into a typical, elongated and internally
parallelistic Whitmanesque line: “I am the poet of the Body and I am the
poet of the Soul” (LG 1881, 45; see Chapter Four).

More specific allusions abound as well. There is a set of lines in
which Whitman's “I” encompasses that of Christ, on the cross and as
incarnated in Whitman himself walking the streets of New York and San
Francisco these some “two thousand years” later:

© nails driven through my hands, and-my-head-my-head-
Kedwit okl

Fanrhere-after | remember my crucifixion and my bloody coronation

. Wer
In vain

The sepulchre and the white linen have yielded me up'®
Fhe [ remember the mockers and the buffeting insults

I am justas alive in New York and San Francisco, aftertwo-thousand-
years

Again I tread the streets after two thousand years.™!

These lines anticipate Whitman’s identification with Christ in “I
celebrate myself” (LG, 43)—viz. “That I could forget the mockers and
insults!”; “my own crucifixion and bloody crowning”; “I troop forth
replenished”; “We walk the roads of Ohio... and New York... and San
Francisco.” The allusive texture of the latter again is not as explicit as in
the notebook entry, yet still the allusion remains clear.'*

Dilation is one of Whitman’s “spinal ideas”™® and features
prominently in the “Talbot Wilson” notebook. Two passages in that
notebook contain trial versions of lines that eventually appear in “I
celebrate myself” (LG, 45). The scene, as made clear in the first notebook

Bergquist, “Whitman and the Bible,” 285).

120 Following NUPM I, 78, n. 4—line written at top of the page with an arrow
suggesting Grier’s placement.

121 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc.00141.107 jpg.

122 On the allusion in Leaves, see Crawley, Structure, 64; Bergquist, “Whitman and the
Bible,” 182-85; Levine, “Whitman’s American Bible,” 156.

123 See Miller, Collage of Myself, 101-60.
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rendition, is intended as an extended metaphor to show Whitman as
“the poet of Strength and Hope,”'* whose poetry is life giving and
restorative. The speaker rushes to the house of a dying man, seizes him,

and raises “him with resistless will.” The speaker invites the «ghastly

M o “to press your whole weight upon me” and «With ¢ emendous
wilt breath,,, the speaker says, “I force him to dilate.” The latter line
gets further revised to “I [illeg.] dilate you with tremendous breath
[illeg.],/ I buoy you up,”'® which is made into a single line in the 1855
Leaves: “1 dilate you with tremendous breath.... I buoy you up” (LG, 45).
Bergquist, commenting on the Leaves passage, recognizes that the Bible
provides a number of striking parallels “where divine ‘breathing’ is said
to fill with the power of life.”'* In particular, he cites Elisha’s restoring
of the child of the Shunammite woman (2 Kgs 4:18-37), in which the
prophet stretches himself on the boy’s body, puts “his mouth upon” the
boy’s mouth and the boy “sneezes seven times” and opens “his eyes.”
He also points to Gen 2:7: “And the LORD God formed man of the dust
of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man
became a living soul.”'” There are other potential parallels as well (e.g.,
John 11; cf. Ezek 37:5, 9-10).® It seems likely, in fact, that Whitman is
not here alluding to one particular passage but has an amalgam of such
scenes in mind.'® If the specific mention of the “house of any one dying”
and the image of “pressing” in the first notebook passage are especially
suggestive of the Kings passage, the phrase “bafflers of hell” in the
second notebook passage is more reminiscent of Luke 16:20-31, which
involves the deaths of the beggar Lazarus and a rich man and is set in

124 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc.00141.071.jpg. Cf. Miller,
Collage of Myself, 148.

125 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc.00141.086.jpg.

126 Bergquist, “Whitman and the Bible,” 188.

127 Whitman alludes to this verse as well elsewhere, see UPP, I, 109, 257; CW, 11, 296;
V, 66; VI, 157; cf. Posey, “Whitman’s Debt,” 195, 208, 215, 217, 229.

128 Cf. H. Aspiz, So Long! Walt Whitman’s Poetry of Death ([ Tuscaloosa and London:
University of Alabama, 2004], 63.

129 One also thinks of Luke 7:11-18, the story of the raising of the widow’s son at
Nain, which though not involving “dilation” as such was certainly well known
to Whitman, as the inspiration for his short story, “Shirval: A Tale of Jerusalem,”
https://whitmanarchive.org/published/fiction/shortfiction/per.00337.html; cf.
Bergquist, “Whitman and the Bible,” 115-16. See also this allusion to this passage
by Whitman from an 1842 editorial: “with which the widow’s son, who was dead,
and brought to life again, gladdened his desolate mother’s heart” (“A Peep at the
Israelites,” 2).
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hell—where the rich man stays. And the revised version of this line,
“bafflers of graves,” makes better sense in light of that other Lazarus
in John 11, who is restored to life specifically out of a grave (vv. 17, 38,
43). At any rate, the notebook passages, with their more obvious biblical
inflections (e.g., ”td”, “1 tell you,,) and even a canceled out mention
of God (viz. “Gedand I have®mPraced you, and henceforth possess you
all to eturmyselves”), would appear to support Bergquist’s intuition
about the Bible supplying Whitman with the basic inspiration for the
scene. Besides, as Miller observes, mouth-to-mouth resuscitation,
which might seem to the modern reader an obvious starting point for
Whitman’s imagery, was not yet practiced at the time these lines were
drafted in the notebook, and thus Miller, like Bergquist, references the
Elisha story from the Bible.'*

A last example comes near the end of the notebook on two successive
leaves:

vast and tremendous is the scheme! It involves no less than constructing
a state nation of nations.—a state-whose-integral state whose grandeur
and comprehensiveness of territory and people make the mightiest of the
past almost insignificant—and"™

And:

Could we imagine such a thing—let us suggest that before a manchild or
womanchild was born it should be suggested that a human being could
be born—imagine the world in its formation—the long rolling heaving
cycles—can man appear here?—can the beautiful animatl vegetable and
animal life appear here?'*

The second of the passages features a typically “elusive” allusion to the
creation stories in Genesis. This is cast within the century’s growing
understanding of the Earth’s great age and so demythologized to
some extent (esp. “the long rolling heaving cycles”). But the shift to
first person plural voice (“could we,” “let us”), the gender inclusivity
(esp. Gen 1:27: “male and female created he them”), “beautiful” as
a descriptor, and the mention of “vegetable and animal life” all echo
the creation accounts, especially in Genesis 1, and are prominent in

130 Miller, Collage of Myself, 149.
131 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc.00141.118.jpg.
132 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/loc.00141.119.jpg.
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other echoes of this material in Whitman’s writings, including in the
1855 Leaves.'® For example, in “I celebrate myself” occurs an echo of
the Priestly writer’s closing assessment of God’s creation, tob meé°od
“very good” (Gen 1:31): “The earth good, and the stars good, and their
adjuncts all good” (LG, 17; cf. LG, 69—"what is called good is perfect”).
And in “Who learns my lesson complete?” (LG, 92) Whitman speaks of
“this round and delicious globe, moving so exactly in its orbit forever
and ever” (the latter phrase appears 46x in the KJB), of which he says,
“I do not think it was made in six days.” This is clearly an allusion to
the Priestly version of creation in Genesis 1 (cf. “Nor planned and built
one thing after another”). Whitman immedjiately goes on to mention the
Bible’s trope of “seventy years” for the typical length of a well-lived life.

I wonder whether even the language of “manchild” and
“womanchild” in the notebook passage, though chosen perhaps because
of the resonance with “man” and “human being” elsewhere in the
passage and because of the species emphasis of Whitman'’s thought here,
does not owe a debt to biblical diction. The former occurs some ten times
in the KJB, including Job 3:3 (“Let the day perish wherein I was born,
and the night in which it was said, There is a man child conceived”),
a passage rich with cosmological imagery.” The phrase “nation of
nations” at the beginning of the first notebook passage certainly mimes
the use of the periphrastic genitive made popular by William Tyndale
in his intentionally close English renditions of the Hebrew superlative
construction (a construct chain in Hebrew, viz. “God of goddes,” “lorde
of lordes”; cf. Whitman’s “Book of books,” etc.; see Chapter Five for
details)—a clear bit of biblicized English diction.'*

133 Bergquist (“Whitman and the Bible,” 127), for example, underscores the frequency
with which Whitman alludes to the Bible’s creation stories. Of particular note is
another riff on the creation theme (first in prose and then as verse, viz. “Out of the
vast, first Nothing”) in the “I know a rich capitalist” notebook, a version of which
eventually shows up in Leaves (LG, 50).

134 The K]B translators muddle things here. The Hebrew is geber “man.” One never
literally conceives a man but only a child or baby, this much the KJB perceives.
The change-up in vocabulary is intentional on the part of the Joban poet, who
is telegraphing the fact that he intends his curse (“let the day perish”) to have
cosmological ramifications. Not only does he wish for the erasure of his own
birthday, but also for the uncreating of the creation itself.

135 Also “Love is the cause of causes” (https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/
figures/nyp.00129.011.jpg) in “I know a rich capitalist” in a passage with creation
imagery.
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Whitman’s unpublished poem, “Pictures,”’*®* which most date to
sometime around 1855,' fits well into the trajectory of the poet’s
development leading up to the 1855 Leaves. As with the three 1850 poems
and the verse experiments in the early notebooks, Whitman’s rhythms
in this poem are distinctly non-metrical.’® His lines are consistently
longer (as in the 1855 Leaves) than in the other pre-1855 poetic materials,
and they are written here with Whitman’s characteristic “hanging
indentation” (Fig. 11) as in the notebooks. No biblical quotations, but
there are references to biblical figures and characters (e.g., Adam, Eve,
Hebrew prophets, Christ, Lucifer). The two lines immediately preceding
the line dedicated to Adam and Eve (from the second creation story
in Genesis) focus day and night alluding to the first creation story
in Genesis:

Whitman: “There is represented the Day” and “And there the Night”'*

Genesis 1: “Let there be light: and there was light” (v. 3) and “And God
called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night” (v. 5)

Whitman keeps the capitalization of the KJB to highlight the allusion
and the biblical sequence of the two creation accounts (first the Priestly
account of Gen 1:1-2:4a and then that of the Yahwist (or the non-Priestly
source), the garden of Eden story of Genesis 2-3) is even emulated.
Other specific scriptural allusions include those to the crucifixion
narratives in the gospels (“the divine Christ” “en-route to Calvary”)*
and to Isa 14:12 (“the black portrait” of “Lucifer”),"*! both allusions that
Whitman makes elsewhere as well. The sequence of references in leaves
37-38 of “Pictures”—Adam and Eve, Egyptian temple, Greek temple,
Hebrew prophets, Homer, Hindu sage, Christ, Rome, Socrates, Athens—
represents the same basic litany of admired figures from antiquity
discussed previously (in Chapter One), and is well evidenced in the
early notebooks. There are even lines reminiscent of material from the
early notebooks. For example, the image of Lucifer’s “black portrait” in

136 https://brbl-dllibrary.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3521996.

137 For example, Grier: “at the earliest” (NUPM 1V, 1296).

138 Allen (Solitary Singer, 145) and Zweig (Walt Whitman, 206) emphasize how
Whitman’s rhythm here is still very close to the rhythm of prose.

139 NUPM 1V, 1297.

140 NUPM 1V, 1297.

141 NUPM1V, 1300.
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“Pictures” (NUPM 1V, 1300) appears again in a fragment cited by R. M.
Bucke (“I am a hell-name and a curse:/ Black Lucifer was not dead”),#?
both of which are preparatory for the related image in the 1855 Leaves
(LG, 74; see discussion above). The trinitarian line about the “heads of
three other Gods” (“The God Beauty, the God Beneficence, and the God
Universality,” NUPM 1V, 1301) has a striking parallel in the “I know a
rich capitalist” notebook: “Yes I believe in the Trinity—God Reality—
God Beneficence or Love—God Immortality or Growth.”'* And the
language of “Hebrew prophets, chanting, rapt, ecstatic” (NUPM 1V,
1297) is echoed in the “Poem, as in” manuscript fragment: “Poem, as
in a rapt and prophetic vision.”*** “Pictures,” thus, patterns well with
the early, pre-1855 notebooks and unpublished poetry manuscripts,
demonstrating Whitman'’s ongoing interest in and handling of the Bible.

“Pictures” is Whitman’s first long poem. As Allen notes, what
Whitman needed at the time “was an adequate form, a literary
vehicle,”'* and the long poem would become one of his chief poetic
vehicles, especially in the earlier editions of Leaves. The poem itself
conceptualizes Whitman’s mind and memory as a kind of picture
gallery (the daguerreotype gallery then fashionable),'* a “(round)
house” of images, personal and otherwise, stored up over a lifetime
on whose “walls hanging” are “portraits of women and men, carefully
kept” (NUPM 1V, 1296), some of which (those with biblical allusions
or characters) I have just briefly reviewed. The long poem—which
aspires “to achieve epic breadth by relying on structural principles
inherent in lyric rather than in narrative modes”'¥—is mostly a
modern phenomenon. Indeed, Whitman’s “Song of Myself” is often
credited as one of the more influential early instantiations of the
modern genre.'® The surpassing length that characterizes such
poems was expressly enabled by writing. The biblical poetic tradition

142 Notes & Fragments, 19 (I, no. 40).

143 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/nyp.00129.013.jpg. NUPM I,
131.

144 NUPM1V, 1347.

145 Solitary Singer, 144.

146 See esp. Bohan, Looking, 23-26; Zweig, Walt Whitman, 203-06; Reynolds, Whitman's
America, 277-305. Note Whitman’s own account of a visit to such a “saloon” in “An
Hour Among the Portraits,” Brooklyn Evening Star (7 June 1853), 2—Whitman even
collages language from the essay into “Pictures,” viz. “And here,” “And there.”

147 T. Gardner, “Long Poem” in PEPP (Kindle ed.) (quoting C. Altieri).

148 T. Gardner, “Modern Long Poem” in NPEPP, 791.
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emerges out of a predominantly oral culture,’ and therefore has no
true long nonnarrative poems—DPsalm 119, which is the most obvious
exception (containing 176 verses), is itself an explicitly written poem,
as the alphabetic acrostic that structures the psalm is a scribal trope,
patterned after a common scribal practice genre, the abecedary. So
there is no question of Whitman finding the long poem as such in the
Bible.
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Fig.11: From “Pictures,” holograph notebook (leaf 38r). Image courtesy of the Walt
Whitman Collection. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book
and Manuscript Library, https://collections. library.yale.edu/catalog/2007253.

However, this is not to discount totally the possibility of the Bible’s
impress on Whitman even here. If there are no genuine long poems in
the Bible for Whitman to imitate, nevertheless, the Bible (or portions
thereof), especially in the prose translation of the KJB, could certainly
be read in a fashion that could give rise to the idea of a long poem.
One of the peculiarities of the page layout of the KJB (which it inherits
in the main from the Geneva Bible) is that each verse (whether prose
or poetry) is numbered separately and begins on a new indented line
(see Figs. 4, 12). One consequence of such formatting is to occlude the
distinction between the prose and poetry of the underlying Hebrew (in
the Old Testament). From their look on the page one simply cannot tell
the two apart (cf. Figs. 4, 13-17). As a practical matter, this uniformity

149 See F. W. Dobbs-Allsopp, “An Informing Orality: Biblical Poetic Style” in On
Biblical Poetry (New York/Oxford: Oxford University, 2015), 233-325.
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at the “outer surface of Scripture,”observes R. G. Moulton (writing at
the end of the nineteenth century), means that “the successive literary
works appear joined together without distinction, until it becomes the
hardest of tasks to determine in the Bible, exactly where one work of
literature ends and another begins.”'*

Fig. 12: Job 2:2-3:26 from the Harper Illuminated Bible. In the prose and page
layout of the KJB it is often difficult to discern the shift from prose to poetry in the
original Hebrew—Job 1-2 is prose, while Job 3 is poetry.

In the prose sections of the Bible (e.g., in the Torah) narrative prevails.
But in long sections of the Bible’s nonnarrative poetry (e.g., Isaiah
40-55, Song of Songs) there is no narrative logic and no clear way
to tell where individual poems begin and end, or even if there are
individual poems. Which is to say that this poetry in the translation
of the KJB can be read as large singular wholes, long runs of singular
indented verses (of varying lengths)—so Whitman: “All its history,
biography, narratives, etc., are as beads, strung on and indicating the
eternal thread of the Deific purpose and power.”*! Intriguingly, Levine

150 The Literary Study of the Bible (2d ed; Boston, 1899 [1895]), v—vi. The chief aim of
this work is to make clear that the Bible is made up of various forms of literature—
“epics, lyrics, dramas, essays, sonnets, philosophical works, histories and the like”
(v), a fact that is generally obscured by the (KJB) uniformity in formatting—the
Bible is “the worst-printed book in the world” (45).

151 “Theological inferences,” https://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/scriptorium/
findaids/images/whitmaniana/whitman2023/index.htm, an undated manuscript
note from the Trent Collection, Duke University (quarto 35).
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posits the Yahweh speeches from Job 38—41 as the “biblical prototype”
for Whitman'’s “list”-like catalogues of the “Song of Myself.”*> I might
add, on the one hand, that the scale of the Joban poems (presumably
the products of written composition) are themselves (individually and
collectively) well matched to the scale of Whitman'’s early catalogues;
and, on the other hand, that the survey of human history from a single
person’s perspective in “Pictures,” which offers a starkly contrasting
perspective to that reported “out of the whirlwind,” epitomizes the
post-Christian, secular antitype to biblical divinity revealed in Levine’s
reading of “Song of Myself.”

Whether the KJB played a role in Whitman’s discovery of the long
poem as his “literary vehicle” of choice, as exemplified embryonically
in “Pictures,” is impossible to say. What is certain is that the KJB (a
literary source well known to Whitman), because of its prosaic nature
and genre-leveling page layout, contains page after page of runs of
indented verse divisions in narrow columns that lend themselves
(especially visually) to being read stichicly (as verse)—the look and
feel are remarkably similar to the page layout of a typical nineteenth-
century newspaper or even the visual display conveyed by the covered
wall space in a daguerreotype gallery. Moreover, the fifty-two line-
initial “And”s offer (collectively) another important pointer to the Bible,
and especially to the prose portions of the Bible where they dominate
especially in verse-initial position (because of the prominence of the
main underlying Hebrew narrative form, the so-called wayyigtol form,
see Chapters Three and Five for details) and where the individual
verses routinely stretch out in Whitmanesque proportions. Consider
Gen 30:1-13 in the rendering of the KJB (Figs. 13-14). Twelve of the
thirteen verses begin with “And” and are very reminiscent of several
of the leaves from “Pictures,” which are also dominated by runs of
line-initial “And”s (see Fig. 11). Note that it is Whitman'’s use of the
conjunction in “Pictures” that distinguishes his poetic renderings
from his similarly posed journalistic descriptions of portraits in a
daguerreotype gallery.'”® Allen even notices that the “rhythms” in

152 “Whitman’s American Bible,” 154.
153 E.g., “Here is an aged man, with long hair, white as silver. His eyes, although
taken down by time and trouble, are yet clear and form. What a patient, manly,



106 Divine Style

“Pictures” are “simply those of prose.”’** Such prosiness is sensible
from several angles, but especially if the source of inspiration, whether
in the Bible or Whitman’s own journalism, is itself prosaic in nature
(see further Chapter Five). In short, read holistically and grossly in
the English translation of the KJB, the Bible (especially in certain
stretches) looks very much like a Whitmanian long poem (or “cluster”
of such long poems).

e

Fig. 13: Gen 29:5-30:3 from the Harper Illuminated Bible.

benevolent expression!” (“An Hour Among the Portraits,” Brooklyn Evening Star [7
June 1853], 2). Compare these lines from “Pictures” (NUPM 1V, 1296):

—Here! Do you know this? This is cicerone himself;

And here, one after another, see you, my own States—and there here the world itself,
rolling bowling through the air;

And there, on the walls hanging, portraits of women and men, carefully kept,

Bohan and others have recognized in the catalogue in “Pictures” in particular—the
first extended experiment with one of Whitman’s most distinctive poetic devices—a
“transformation” into writing of the kind of visual exhibition experience Whitman
describes in “An Hour Among the Portraits” (Bohan, Looking into Walt Whitman, 24;
cf. Reynolds, Whitman’s America, 287). But he also adopts the very same pose of the
latter written description, only now the speaker of the poem is touring the gallery of
“pictures” in his own mind—"“many pictures hanging suspended,” “hundreds and
thousands” (NUPM 1V, 1296). And even more striking, as briefly illustrated here, the
same rhetorical strategy is used for staging the individual pictures, though now the
vignettes are somewhat abbreviated and lined out as verse—"each verse presenting a
picture of some scene, event, group or personage” (NUPM 1V, 1294).
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Fig. 14: Gen 30:4-39 from the Harper Illuminated Bible.

There are a number of surviving preliminary drafts of lines (or blocks
of lines) for Leaves that stand between the trials of the early notebooks
and the versions published in 1855. On occasion these, too, reveal
biblicisms. Some examples by way of illustration may be offered from
proto-versions of “I celebrate myself.”’>> In “I call back blunders,” there
is this line that Whitman never publishes: “I give strong meat in place of
panada.”**® The “strong meat” is the KJB’s translation of Greek otepex
Tpo¢1] from Heb 5:12 and 14, which references solid food (as opposed,
for example, to milk, or as Whitman has it, “panada”—a kind of bread
soup). In both of the biblical verses the image is applied figuratively as a
trope for teaching, knowledge, the capacity to reason—very much akin
to Whitman’s usage. In a manuscript leaf from Duke University, “I know

154 Solitary Singer, 145.

155 Folsom has collected a number of the holographs that anticipate “I celebrate
myself” from several university collections (“Whitman,” http://bailiwick.lib.
uiowa.edu/whitman/). These are accessible at WWA. Unless otherwise noted, I
reference these manuscripts as transcribed and edited by Folsom.

156 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/uva.00250.001.jpg.
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as well as you that Bibles are divine revelation,” Whitman references
“God” (3x), “the Lord,” “Jehovah,” and possibly “Adenat.”’® These are
all quite specifically references to the God of the Bible, and especially
the Hebrew Bible (or Old Testament). “Jehovah” and “Adonai” are
each used once in Leaves, in the section the manuscript leaf appears to
be working towards (LG, 45). The phrase “the Lord”—with definite
article and capitalization—appears twice in Leaves (LG, 15, 84). And
“God”—capitalized and not canceled—occurs fully twenty-four times
in Leaves (LG, v, vi, viii, xi, 15 [2x], 16, 29, 34, 38, 45, 50, 51, 53, 54 [9x],
95). And there are a number of phrases, like the “hand of God” and
“spirit of God” discussed earlier, that are either biblical or sound
biblical: “By God!” (LG, 29, 45) when swearing an oath (Mark 5:7; cf.
Gen 21:23; 1 Sam 30:15; 2 Chron 36:13; Neh 13:25; also frequently “by
the Lord,” e.g., 1 Kgs 1:30); “orchards of God” (LG, 38) sounds very
much like a play on and broadening of the idea of Eden, the “garden
of God” (Ezek 28:13; 31:8, 9); “And I call to mankind, Be not curious
about God” (LG, 54)—this has the feel, shape, and even punctuation
(manner of embedding direct discourse) of a saying of Jesus (e.g.,
“Then said Jesus unto them, Be not afraid,” Matt 28:10) or a prophet
(e.g., “And Isaiah said unto them, Thus shall ye say unto your master,
Thus saith the LORD, Be not afraid of the words...,” Isa 37:6);!% “In the
faces of men and women I see God” (LG, 54)—"yet in my flesh shall I
see God” (Job 19:26); and “before God” (LG, 95; 48x in KJB). From the
Duke University manuscript, “a revelation ef-Ged” is close to similar
New Testament idioms, such as “revelations of the Lord” (2 Cor 12:1)
or “revelation of Jesus Christ” (Gal 1:12; 1 Pet 1:13; Rev 1:1). And the
mention of “the Bibles,” capitalized and pluralized with the canceled
definite article, shows Whitman in the process of deconstructing (and
democratizing) the otherwise very particular connotation of this term in
English (i.e., “THE BOOK... the sacred volume, in which are contained
the revelations of God,” Webster, American Dictionary [1852], 102) and

157 http://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/duk.00051.001.jpg. The latter can
be read as “Adonis” (so Folsom).

158 The explicit deconstruction of the God-centeredness of the Bible makes the use of
biblical style here, now in service to Whitman’s democratic, anthropocentric creed
(cf. Levine, “Whitman’s American Bible,” 158), all that more effective.
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anticipating his twofold usage of “bibles” (generalized, pluralized, and
not capitalized) in the 1855 Leaves (LG, 29, 60).

Another Duke manuscript (“There is no word in any tongue”)'
contains draft ideas about God that eventually get worked into “I
celebrate myself.” Many of the phrases have a biblical feel to them. There
is “the scope and purpose of God” that may descend ultimately from
Rom 9:11: “(For the children being not yet born, neither having done
any good or evil, that the purpose of God according to election might
stand, not of works, but of him that calleth;).” Whitman uses the biblical
“Lo” once. The phrase “Of God I know not,” though itself not biblical,
the subject is certainly the biblical “God” and the inverted syntax of
“know not” comes straight out of the KJB (71x). Gen 1:26-27 likely
lurks somewhere in the background of “Mostly this we have of God:
we have Man”: “And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our
likeness... So God created man in his own image, in the image of God
created he him....” (Gen 1:26-27). Creation imagery is drawn on as well

in another Duke manuscrigt scrap: “My Seut Spirit was fillegible words -
spectbacktothe sped | Jback to the beginning times when the earth

was forming mist.”'® The inserted (and capitalized) “Spirit” is perhaps
intended to counterpoint the “Spirit of God” that moves over the surface
of the waters in the Bible’s first creation account (Gen 1:3; cf. LG, 16),
and Whitman's language at the end of the line, «the beginning times
when the earth was forming mist,” is a slight re-shaping of language
from the beginning of the second creation story: “But there went up a
mist from the earth” (Gen 2:6).

* X ok

In sum, the early notebooks and poetry manuscripts and “Pictures”
help fill in some of the gap between the three 1850 poems and the 1855
Leaves. They evidence Whitman’s continued engagement with the Bible
and show him beginning to abide more scrupulously by his evolving
poetic theory as it pertains to no second-hand quotations. In general,
even in this pre-Leaves material Whitman is more advanced than in the
1850 poems or the prose writings from 1850-53—there are no direct

159 http://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/duk.00018.001.jpg.
160 https://whitmanarchive.org/manuscripts/figures/duk.00262.001.jpg.
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quotes. But it is often the case when this preparatory material shows
up in Leaves the allusions or echoes have been further sanitized. This is
simply to emphasize that the early notebooks and unpublished poetry
manuscripts provide yet further evidence of Whitman'’s taste for collage
and tendency to erase all signs of his sources. But they also show that
Miller’s strong assertion that “the notebooks don’t offer much evidence
either way about the Bible” to be overstated.'®! Even in the early notebooks
(and early unpublished poetry manuscripts), where Whitman is already
committed to his poetic theory of providing no second-hand quotations,
the poet’s use of biblical ideas, language, themes, figures, and tropes is
still trackable.

161 Collage of Myself, 26.



