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Whilman's Frames 

IT~it:~L~ ::;~~s~=u~;~~~~f!~~~~o~~~~:i,~:~n ~~e:<~ 
oonvnlutlX! sym:~x, his prose h:os been <knigrJted J~ den~ and 
"inconst~tcnt."' IX'e arc misled, hnwc\'er, if we ;~pply these 
~pJ:>ebtions to Whitnk!n's 51.yl.: and his ov.:rlooko:d rhctoric'Jl o;~r:u--Filbl, how"Cvcr, the <j\I<!Stion of 'tyic in Whitm.u!'s poem~ 
rnw1 be addw~. Ills usu:tlly and umlcNandJbly KkntifiOO With 
hi:! poem.<, <.'Special!)' poxm~ from the t.><:!ltions of L<'llt'I!S o{Gra.~ 
lbrold Hloom'~ wnt/0\'c,.,;ial cbim in 1994 for "\t'ah Whiunan 3$ 
Cerucrofth.: Americ:m Canon"' rests primarily with nn anal~·sis of 
his 51.ylc: in the poems fmm the-e t.-ditions. a1ld a 51C'Jdy :md di 
>'CTSC followinl! cootinucs tO d~<;CO\t:r in Whuman'~ o;~yle ju>~iflc:l 
tiorul for J'hilip h<her's description of Whiunan as "a groundiflA 
00 for all later American cuhure, ~~ HOillt.'fW';I.~ forGn_-ek culture, 
or as Shakespeare bcean1e for Engbnd ·• Such idcmifkatton5 of 
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M)'k of course iodudc dllll"Ul>:>ions of Whitoun·s ~roundhrcaktng 
frrt' vcn.e, as well as oth~r innovations in n~<:ter or figur.Uiw bo· 
guaJIC 

llu: a<.1u:ll difficulty in pun;ulng ~'hitm:m's style hc-J.d-on, 
how<."''er, "'equally \\dl documcnt<."tl. A revi~wcr in July of 1855 
from Lifc Jllustmtcd pr.1nically gin~~ up on nJming iL "lin<-"1 of 
rh)11uni(":ll prose. ora .scrksof lllll'rtmus(we knuwnot whe~t else 
[O("Jlithcm)."' l:llcr that ~·car, in '>epternhcr. another n:vlc\\er in 
L'ui/IXI .\Urtes Ret'U'tl"dectdc~ tO kt Whitm.1n's styk 'peak for Itself: 
""'11tcstylcofthc.sef>Ot'lll!i.thcrcfort'.is~lmplyth"irown:.tyl" • 
(Prl<-e 10). (),;car Wik!e t$ still more bbt:mt "If Poetry has p-.!s....,u 
him b)·. l'hilo:.ophy willt;.~kc note of him.'' l'cllmo. p<lf."l Willbm 
Carlos Wilharn.~ in 1955. chasing Sl)'lc. he:~rs the S.11l\e dnunbc~ t of 
ideas. finding a mcs.<;.:lgc where he c:<po.:ns ·1~ht." or poo.:try· "He 
had o;ecn a great light but forgot almost at one~ ~fter the fi ,..;t rev· 
elauon .::•·t:rything but his fll<.'"'''"&C 

Wlutm.:m".< ·me"Sago:"--lil ill ;onOihcr name for wh;tt Chlrlo:s 
A. Dana namc.>d. one hundred )'ON earlter, ~'hitm;~n"s "hold. ~ir· 
rill!j lhorr;.:b~ (emphasis mine)"--continliCS to dorninate discus
sions d <l¥1c, rt'Ct'iving t'xtcnsi\-c Jttrntoon in oontempor.uy croti
ci~m; discussion,; sh:tped by "mc.s...:I),OC" or "t!toughlll." n01 uncom
monly Oil the spectrum betwttn unity ~nd IJw!e;..~nc...s. pn_>dom.i-
11.11('. Ar pr<-"SCrll. of course, such discussions arc resltuated in terms 
of eu>tCxt, best described by Oet.~)· l::rkki!a in ;m t'xt.-ellcnt <-olk-c· 
tiotl Brw1/dns JJormtb~ "r.;,thinking rhe very mooniiiJI we bring to 
.'<ll('htermsa.•Anleric:ln.lil<."f:l.tui'C.hi.<;~Ol)·.('Uhurt',:lnd\\O.Ir\\1mnun 

himself" Otalks mine)• Addr.;,.,ing Whinn:m's style dir«tly in an 
earli<:r css;oy. J:rkkila .s;~y~ of Aulmlln /(lnt/c6. \f1JisfleTS o[fltvu~ 
et~i)' furl b. ~nd From ,\'cxm to .\Jmry· Sight. "ll1e.-.c clu.<;~cr,; radi:ttt' 
in t'\'CT·Wtdcnong conU"ntric ordcs from a focus on <;elf, hfe. hody. 
light. d:ty, and the socbl world toward a focus on the ~mos. 
OCath . ..:ml, ~brkrn."''· ntl(l1t. and the spintua! world. At the "''me 
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time, thc:.e duSier.:. and the poems tlu_-y include continually fold 
hack on one another chronologiC'~lly and them;nicat!y, temporalty 
and sp:u~~Uy, in a manner that sugg~·st the lfll<l~ of enscmbk"--Of 
·form am! union ~nd plan'-that Is the final design and daiire of 
U!J<u!SojGm.~··• Even in Bloom·, e~•"Y on Whitnl:ln, a ...:arch for 
~le and dc~ign yields ground to an anal~·~.s of anuthcr founding 
uope of America. here. "origm:•!ity": "Whlun.~n·s originality has less 
todo"uh hi:. supoost."dly free V<!The • (248) 

A' difficult as his/X)t!IIISha•·c proH'tlto he for style. they are 
consKkrcd,atlcast,tohav.,onc. llisprcfan'ShalcnCM.f:m.xlnearly 
asWl'll!Wentl~t<Pn:faceofl85Sisu.-uaUyignorcdbytlMW;'~rt:h

lngforSiyle,andL1ndingin"!llL"::!\ing,"whe~heradjudkateclthrough 

"thoughts" or <.liscou~. Yo.1 it proposes~ and explanation, as 
the poems do nol. ll provides. therefore, n case in point for exam· 
inillg the qi.ICSiiOil of Sl)'lc and di...cou~ rele\ant 10 poems and 
pi'05<: . If approached in tern~~ of rhetoric it rc''-""ls a Slyle predi
oued on m-cr<.le~ermi~>~.xl cumic t<'flSion, a humour th:l\ overlooks 
n\C'~ning. To hear 1he overdctermin.1ti<>n in the humour. it is no."CCS
sary to know •ts background in Anl('nca. Nntx·n A. Fcrguson note~ 
50melhlng lmponam about rho.1oric and style. dcuiling Slrategi~">; 
ci COII\rol in the lit er"'~ tu re of the Found.,rs. TI1e stmggl" 10 anicu
l:ite Sl:fl" is dest:ril:x.xlthis wayc ·nut neith~.,- th" discovery of prow
Amerlrnn char"'~cterbtics in the fi~r o1pproad1 nor the •ie3rch for 
philo.;ophical coosistcncie< in the se<:ond explains the 'iulity of 
the works in que~rion. " FerJ.~uson ...,irer~te!', "Ag:Jin it is rhe cornbi
rution that COUnt$. Them:uic: simplicrty and rhetorical romplcxiry 
5«:m ~ peculiar blend, bot they alw3rs connect in a languJgt: of 
politic:oll .statement We ha'e scco th~r the FoonOCrs arc political 
writers who crot" ~consensual liter~ture for a <.liversc: and di~idcd 
auzcory.lbey write to rccortcilc."'' This combination in politics of 
·rhcm:!tic simplidry an<.l rlto.1oric~J eo~nplex•ty" os usffi.Jllrt helping 
10 put a finger on why so much :mention has ll«'n p.1id to ·rno.::m
ing" (or cri!le5 of ~Jnings) and why the ,;yliso:K- romplcxoty in 
Wluun:rrr's pcx:ms and prose h:..< gcn.,rJlly lost the h:mlt..,., but not 
the w:;u. By isol:rting one foture u( the prefaces, the cornit de-

'11'11U""mlbtll'l>lltl<ul.f'Uo<(~York0dordll'.t\1!<9ll!1l 
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mcm r~'SUhmg fmm a rension bctwc.:n d!ffercm historically-medi
~tcd \'Okillg_~. WC ~~n begin !O hc:1r "I M! h:'!JlU.'oOtl ~ptly 1\:Jrll('S 
the proOkmata· "bngu:<!otC" of n-uny lc•·d~· (2S) 

RC(:u,~ng the critical cl3mour th~t sum>unds W'hitman's 
prcf~~-cs. we so.~ t!w1 the-y cn.·~te a complex frame th.11 ~ugg..:<.t), 

:md groo.uul5 into words, nmtinuing nli..:tpprch.:nsions of "mc;m
mg" or "onginahty.- rcsol•·ing tht' problem of the $<"arch in a stylo: 
th:n doe-~ no! solw il I will for the most part focu~ on tho: l'rdace 
of 18'i5 to f£ttres ofGms.s. 1'hmtflh inde!X'ndcnt. c•adt prcfarc ~' 
p.1rtofa !Jrg<·rdo.-,tgn !the l!f'61>rcfaa.- is nola resonatill!-( rC\i

sion. :t.< 11 tS often dain1C"<l to he, hut a fornl.ll cxto:!'L)iOO). F.ach 
r..·vc-.11~ ~complex exploitation of a cunrriwd fmmc. And to see 
them In this shape allows u~ to 0\Crhc:lr Whimwn·J tunu.:dy of 
O\'Crdetermmed voices th~t has llOI lll-><:n he:mi. I! dCSCr\'CS 10 he 

lnrl~ninetcenthcrntur)'. m:•nyAm<:ric:m men ofleuers 
~sr<:'t:d tha1 although Atnerit.,. had g;.incd commercial succcs:.. 11 
bckL-d a national poo:t. Waho:r Channing, for cll"~mplc, lamented 
the g:~p hctw<.:en Amerit::~·s lctten. and its other ~chi<:-.cmt:nt~: ·rn 
,;o::iencc. and more especially in the fine ans. Amt:ric-.1 ha;. done its 

pan for the world." But he dot.-s nnl f:.ttl to n01e 11~ cum!nt~·Up 
shon \l:'hy i~ thi'> counuy deficienl in liter:uurc'"" E\·alu~rint~ 
Amerk'a's ·mor:~l and mtcllectual po,,.,,. in 1830. W!Uiam Ellc!') 
Otannln!l posc.>d sc\'crJI \'crsions of wh~l he s:1w :~s "the great 
question" for America: "Do W<' f'OSS<"'iS. ind<.>ed, wh.lt ffi.l)' he called 
a n~honal liter:tturc? Ha~e we prodtKed emino:m writo:rs in the 
•ariou.'> departments of lnto:llrt,UJ] effon? An· our chid reso<.r,·c~ 
oflnstntction:mdliterJI')enfoyn~mfurnish<--dfmmour,;elvo:sl'«'e 

fCf!l"l.1 !hat the reply tu the-e quC5lion> ,,.. :;<> obviou~"" 

Wh.rman·~ Prcf~cc of 1!'155 doe~ nQI ~nsw<.'r tht, ~nttudc in 
kind-by form:!l CJ<po5ition. lt ro:fit~ and rcca!egnril.o.-.; whJt ap
pears Mahlc in a fr:mlC. W'rite,._,.uth as Pope 1n his Mor:tl F.ssa}'S, 
or Swift in A 1(1/eofa 7i•h-h:ne fn.~rucmly ,pokcn rhrouf!h pcr
.o;onae_ 'i!;-'lll!m.1n ad;oph th1~ roncept. di...c3nling the well-known 
irony. One voict'--in an mer~unplic:.tllon r "111 <Jc_,ifln:.ttc 11 a' the 

I'.<S.~yronAnl<CrKonLin~u•,~tr•ndLII<'mutt•.'. IMAurtb-.i,...,.,lllllirr.....,·lltld 
11&..0.111<'1-uJ}tA<rtl<lll(~'f'l'm""""t!!t~),_11r:' 
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flfSI ~'Oic". rhough:m.il.udcor:action isdc«r--follon"5!he<llannillg.'> 
and od~~ers 10 mnn.-y rhc cowering argunl<!nts of !hose who . ...:.-e ~n 
American b<:k in leuers. h oollud.:, wi!h rhe ht"<1t;Jnt critics who 
$eeaCOUntl)'siJSI!inghtcrMya<:hl<'''emtcnt.A -<-'CCKidactufvoi<:
ing-which refi t -~ cxpe<:l~tions of achievement to st~te the 
:ochieved---l;lmultaneously d•~lodgcs that d:ua: ·facts" ufthc doubl
= ~re n"Kluthcd. made fktiOn~lly n:dunclam. leaving open renam
ing in re:~l rime. In the prefates. thus. there is a drnma lx.1wecn a 
dcknsivc first V()icing :md an offensive '''-'<"ond onc. In Whh1'n:m's 
framing of fact into fK.1ion • .1..~ a V."JY to reintrodua: what consli
IUtc. ·fac:t, · the ..tanding round of opinion~ rh~t denlf!r:ue Ameri
a's Uter.~ry strcnE-,'ih i~ "nactt.'d. flc:tionah:;;t.'d ;~.s ;1. fonn of n."Sisl. 
aoc(', :and rcimmducrd :t~ self-cvi<:km, non-fic:ttonal, ~nd av:1ilahlc. 
Mock dedar-J.rions of slmpheiry are famastk frnnlCs: "What 1 tell I 
!ell precise!)· for wh.:u il is" <719) and "Jiov. beautiful 1s c--Jndorr ' 

This fr-Jmc. how..:ver. b n01 the trodilion~\ •smry wtthin a 
$101')'" or an "eml)t_"<Jde() narr.ltl\·e.""The frolll(";, 1101 ident1ficd by 
mtcrlocking char-Jcten; (sut.h as 1\dly J)c~n and Lockwood in 
Willberi1'811eip,bls) or pl015 (sU<"h as the Cas.. MJstern ep1.sodc in 
AH /be Kl111{s Melf), but \'Oicc:s in lln~. :Ouch is th<! c:ISC with the 
even more arcane 'f'all!oja '/llbtoo, but ~wift"~ ral" c~pk>its ccm-o-
5t\~ irony Whitman's fr.unc:<;do nQI. Thc:ycxploir mcroric:~l «mfu· 
sion, honouring und humouring ir v.·ith a fr-.._mc and the p;~nic:ip.>
lion 3SSOCiatcd w1th il. nor frnminf! !l for humour 

Gt.-oflle Tuckc:r·s dc:fcnsivc: langu;•s.:c from 1822 reprc.-.c:nt~ 

cr-i!lo::$such as Rkhan:l Henry D:tna,Sr., &/v.-;~n:lTyrell ChJnmng. 
and Royall Tylcr. who dcfcn~ively all hut :tdmitthe f;Hc: of Amcri
a·s exclusion from "gcniw;", lt "dl .'\Gl(('dy ~ dcm~'d. that if we 
ea mine the: lnd1viduab of the two conlillt'!l!S, w1th ~ view to com
pare their scnso:~ and their lxxlily pov-·crs. no diiTercnre ('ll:n he 
observed." He cuncludes th:tt "genius i~ nO( the exdusive gift of 
any CQUntry."" In a pref~tory ll:lt('r to Emcrson. (from rhc 1856 
Prd'acr-) the bngu~ge of th(' first \'oiet.- ~rikes up w11h the dd-en· 

'l'.lt \l'lulrmn, /K(J<eJc/G'm>J, <'<1 )o(vlky llr•<llc)· ""'I H'n~d \l' llhl~·ll 
i""""Yot'oiN<><IOCI,I9'73P21 
· -.r.u..m f';dln, ... .,.,,....._.....,-..,mu~" l.tt'b "'"' £m/Jo-.i<lt'<l ,\llmll/1,. (No..,., 
Y<ri. !'>::!er Langl'ul~!shln,ll, 199711 
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$iven<'.'>.< of George Tucker's. that no American JlOt'l at pre..cnt is 
up to the m:~rk, "-1)•ing <k:fcnsilcly, ·or course. we shall h~ve ~ 
n:ulon:ll character, an ldcnury" Then th<: o;econd \'Otce, 111 but a 
shade of dif!(,rcnce, appc~rs. norw.:1.helcss blindstding the fiN V<IK"e: 
'"1"hc genius of all forcis:n liter:uurc is dipped ~nd cut sm:~IL «>tn
p:m .. '"<lto m1rgemr15" <736. italics Jdded). To h~-ar th~· ~ni)AACf, on<' 
mu<t knmv such writns as the Channing~ and their vtcW• of thc 
ohstrunions th~t Amerkan criti<::!i saw. Fisher Allle!i, for c:omplc 
ohtl<'n·e:s, in dcfll(Xndc:s 1\Ttlcrs will lx- more :!frnid of the 
JX--oplc.thanafraid/fH'them.·•·rnsldc:WhttrnJn'sl'rcfacc,thcsc:c
ond voice disawe<:~- dcflamlyd.. ... larin~ that the genius of the L:nited 
Sfat"s 1~ with the ·common man and wmrun" (712). A •master" 
repeat~'"<lly ""'\C\..>s h~·Jlth for hinLwlf .n being on.- ufthe ma~ .... he 
scc.~ the hiarus in ~ingular emincn«'. To th<' perk'ct shape corrte<O 
common ground. To bc umkr the gcn.-r~llaw is g1\.'at for th~t i.!o to 
correspond with it." Titis 11:155 \'OIC<" silently tmn.>mogrifle~ An~s' $ 

mob .. but it is lo.<t if the rc-~dcr doe~ noc he-~re-:~rly American doubl-

l'aithfully,theflrstvoi<..-.,mir.-or.;the pcrceptivnufthenti'>S
lngAmeric:tn ·gmius," who is~ill onlyy<:1 to come. a replacement 
for the "priests", •"Jbc:rc will SOOII be: no more p.-ioh • (7l9. my 
italics). Such ~n utterance, h<:ld for a moment as truth. Initially and 
routincly'ICCrnstobeexp;llldcd by the <;e-Ctmd ,·oice. Although th<' 
"superior breed" ha_~ y<:1 tO "arise in Americ:l and he n:~ponded to 
from the fl'maindcr of the eanl1" (729). al1\.~..ldy (and dl><;pite ~.tlwr 
Channing·s fe-;~11'< to the contr:uy) ~rne F11,1:lish lo111gua~c befriends 
the gmnd Arncril-Jn cxprc,sion" ("'Z9). But then the -'llt"Cond ,·o in· 
cxa!®!I"Jtedly n:sdnds the ftN I'Oice and the appart'nt acquie-s
cence: -;t i• the cho.<e11 tongue to <'X press f:uth oclf-esll-nn fn._-.,__-dom 
justt«' equ:llity fn~·ndhnc-s.' ~mrlitude prudence decision and cour
aJ.lt'" (729-30. my italic~). Acoon.ling to a Royall Tyler 0<' .-. Richard 
lknry DanJ, jr. it ha• been anything but. 'lbe ~llusiw jabiS riddle 
thcad.-d-c.w.nromicdr:tm"' 

In th('S(' pl;ly~ 1•1thin a pl:l)', the: wrbsoften cmy the frnme 
~n,.- Amcrlcm poets arc to en( lose old and ncw for Ameri<. .. is the 
r:~n--ofra<.cs."theflrstvukcs.1yslnfuturctense: ·Of them a l>ard 

r \!'<"*" tfFrsbe<- Am<'> "'lrb 11 ,..hl~•"f.-ont /Its .>peKM "'~/ ct.om...p<oorJcnc~. 
rompiloodbyhl)..-.t...,.IIA"""'·Am<-n<.-.nUtt..-•tw..•'(th•ton t.mk:,l!mwn.•nd 
Com t>.an>-, ~~~[) H9 



Is !0 lx- commcn.,urJ!C woth :1 pc.'OJ)I<e." Thcn the sc...-ond \Oicc slips 
out "'To him tlte other continents arrivc as oomributioru he 
gin.· .. ~ t.hcm reception for their .o;.1ke and hi~ own .~ake" (713). The 
first vole"'~ future oonstruction ("is to ben gin.':~ way gmmrn..1ti
<"31ly to the S<."COnd voice"s plain present tense ("arrive." "gi,"<:S") 
11Jerc is a1>01.her comir dmma in the cnsumg oc:cne. The St--.;:C)Ild 
vuice 1\;1:. echoo:d those critic; whom the firSt \"Oin:: c• drawtng on 
Royal! Tylcr, for example. h;~d eitcd •comirocnts" :o.s di.slall("ing the 
individual from carh ~her. For the .~ond voke. the continents 
are"corttriho.ni<>IU"("thCOihcrcommcntsarriveascontrihutions") 
Thek<:Ofld\·oke"s:~.pparentthrcw.-;~.w;~y. "hegi,·esthemrcc.:plion 
for their own sake." dcmon~tr:ucs that then: is rlll'l.'ful~ ~hing 

tooffer;hei:spuning•tU>thcfiJ'\tspcaker''' he ha~ put it toTylcr. 
Though they look like they arc present !t'n>-t- \crbs, "arc to 

t'lldosc" and "is to hc" have divC>.tL-d thcmsch't's of their residual 
present-ten.e qu~ht)" of lackmg (wh~t would h:wc been su~.\.1(-..J 
by "endoso..-<" or "is") and ·~n.- to endosc" and "is to he" acquire 
Instead :1. reson.mce of J'Cl"Sibility. lktv.L-cn two denotations of 
pos5ibility-"ch:II"ICt'" and "rca!izatlon"-lics the chanS'-'0\Cr from 
the ftrSt voicc, who s~ak.s but of the ftomre, to the second voi~..,. 
who st~ys in the prc!ICTlt (~od nurb it with present tcn5e ,..,rhs) 
Therefore two prt'5Cncc~ thJt h;J.,·e n~ yet l.>ecn slupcd cxn:pt as 
OOllSiruaiom in a fr.<mc :uc prc~un1<.-d: the ,tcp into the fuwrc. as 
present momcntaril}- cn:atcs tht: n:~l present :t< p:t51: (th;J.t is. fin
W!cd, done, o'er-and one tlut ~not~" a~ it ll:lS existed, 
tl\;lt is ~~ in The manifest "contributions"). In this cxchango._·. th~· 

Jadcr l~ pn:5entcd "-ith a dr:orn..1: ~slip from thc futurc (dr:una
tized by the firSt voice) into the prc~nl (drJnutizcd by the «-'"<-"Oil<.l 
voice). Future achicvemcnl~ JXISS for thc past; thL'Y arc tl':lli1.ctl. 
The complexitit'S of time shift.s ar.: thereby clastic. assimil:t.tl"<.l and 
~ intoa~mtnglysimplepre;.ence 

lieu: i.SanO!herexamplcofthc<-umictiminx In the 185S 
Preface. for example. the first voice. initially a \'Ok"C dcsi,ltncd to 
~~·fact.' hi.sloric".<lly n:fcrsrothe ·cudle~'ge't:llinnofnew 
<b.tcs' u a source for poetry that has yet to come: ·Of them hhc 
Amcricltn poc~sl a bard i.• to he C<lrtllt>eru.urme with ~ people" 
Comndicting in pi"\!Serlt tet1.e. the -.econd voice com<.:' in. de.,ig
ruting poetry as immanent. nol prcdiatlcd on the future: "To him 
ltlu:: American OOrdl enter the e"'<cnccs of the real things and past 
;r.ndprescntt".·ents--ofthccnormousdtvNsttyoftemperaturc:tnd 
~gricuhure :~.nd minc«-the tribes of red ~bori)!ine.•-thc 



weath.,rbeaten l'essds ('nterin~ new ports or making kmdings on 
rocky C03SI~he fir>~ scttkmcms nonh or 'iOUth--l:he r:Jpid >lat
ureand fllllli('k'--thehaugluydefia"'-'eof'76, :mdthC\\-':J.r:md 
pe:tceandformationoftl.eooriSiitU!ion"(713- 14).11tcfirstvoke's 
fn.-e fall ill pan of the sc.·<uo<fs st:~nding. 

So the v"rb ten,.;, of the speakefl; MC integr.d to rhe comic 
lension 1l•e fiN voice. preferring the future teno;c, appea~ to echo 
oomempo.-J.ry Anx;rk:l!l critics, ackrlQ\\.•ledging the abo.encc of what 
il wants (desires and ~tck.•} the Anterkan b:ml_ l11e second voice 
n:.•org:m~~ (is) the first. pulling~ lolr:Jiglu present tense from a 
futttre oomrn.~nd. Thus the fir,t voice seems to c;u1y the contempo
rJry ,·oia.'• of conscn~us. but is undcrmmt:d by the ..eoond voice 
111t: second voice Jurmallrrenamcs the firs! voice, turnin)ol it, 
n.-dundintly, into foolillh foction. ContcmporJ.rycritK.._, such a~ 'il:J.h.:r 
Ch~nnmg or G~rge Tucker or Fisher..._,,,.,,, sec hnlc but tmit;nton 
in th" Arncric-Jn bard ("Is th~·rc one luminary in our firm.:unem th:u 
shin.;,; with unborruwed rJy.....- 4301. Am<:<l's rh.:mrical que.'olion 
proclaims that there isno"lurninary,"andthc nfl;t voit-,acknuwl
edgcs the same in the l'refacc by u_•ing the future t(·ru.e. In (Vfl· 

lrttSI,thesecondvoice, reconstructingthltt repon, refut<-"SCOtltcm
porJry verdict~ and edid.'i. 11lo~ fif:l.l voice dc:,x,s r!Oijolel it and reas
serts America·~ current Lack ·or all ruuioos the United State~ 
rtKllitnt.'t:dpot:.1Sandwilldol.olllle5Shavethegrcme5tandusethcm 
the grcate<;f" (714).1ly heingforccd toscp:lr:~tc anti po..tl back t<r 

~her "hat at fii'SI ~ppearcd to be one voice:, the read~-r. in efkcr, 
is ducd to keep the fa<t.• str:ttl(ht (prt:ci5cly what the ~d ,·ok'e 
h.u bct:n sugg<.''>ling m his cbtm for a ·natioo:ll' po<:t).11l.: foCOOnd 
~pe~kcr ;~framed: the achic\'t.'(l U!!;IIWrcncs..<th:tt hi5 rt::dity is htu 
a possihility. ;., forrrully fl~1ttmaliLt"<i. thereby prtiducmg and dc
ffi:lndinR ~re::tdinga~f:tct 

Cclb M llrinon pon(krously dt'.cribcs a rdatt'd str~t~11}' 
"Rather than ~king~ .>olution to the problem :t~ dcli"'--d b)· the 
domin:ml cuhur.,, • she ~ap, the Sp<.'~kcr "<;-hangc~ the terms of that 
dt'finition---twi~ing the JXir:lrllCh:_..,. of the ~"Ubjea·~ ~ituation in .'lOCh 
a way as to turn bck, rl"lfllil·ity. and Olhcmcss thcm~h·cs into a 
nX!ans of resiStance: and ~lf-~~.:pr.:scntation. ·•• She has caul(lll some 

•t.d<J!oanl(i/i<simtwull'u>tcot.m•tl1b<M"l Stmh111<'s<fUmg"<W"flll<lllcJIJl. 
rtii<~IO!•rk~<e.•illc 1· f<JI'VOrjlonl,l, 19?')1 1113 



olthe dilemma at mid-mnctttmh ttOl\lf}"- \l:'hitm:m·~ 1\.':lders an.· 
un<kr gl\.';11 p!d.>ure, a\\ are, open 10 play. TI1e rhetoric l\\ISIS wh~t 
the local crit ia; .:_-all Ameri1-a's "lack" into advant~gc. For example, 
the 1807 l'orl Folio. SUT\'e)'IIIK Ameril.:an liter:uure. SttS ~ decline 
·wuh no people, whose hL'\lOJY;, rt."Corr.kxl, h~,.._, k'fler< flourished" 
•n 3 lin'lt.' "prior to this :mspiciou.~ period" of "ample ldsurc."" 
Leisure, f<~r from a flaw, i.~ 3t:-1uallypo..ilive, by the tim<' the second 
•-oice appo.:ars ag:un- "UIS lthe Americ-.m JXlCI'~IIcJ\·c :ai:IO'eaiiiO\·e 
lw leisure and cxp;mSC" ... he k':IVC'S mum ahcad of himself" {717) 

In these dramas, the Amcrie~n vernacular (or il!i absence:) 
~a prop. "Fmbouchurc." for ex:.mplc, appt--ars in ttK, fii'SI 
>'Oice's.>tare..,.,nt in HISS: "rrhe hu<l's) ~pim re~pond• 10 ht5 coun-
try's spirit __ _ h.: inc•rn:u.,sitsgeogr.lphyandnatur;~l hfcand river-
andlako;:~. \ll'iS~tppiwith Jnmul lrcshct.•andchan!(tnj:tchult:'>, 
MIS.'iOUn and Columbia and Ohio anJ ~lint [~WI\."00: with thc fall• 
md bt:~utiful ma . ...:uline Hudson, do not embouchure where the)
spo::nd thcntsel•·.:~ more than they emlxmdmre Into tu m" (713. Ital
ics mine). "Emboudture" is nut just found fit for AmcllCin u...c hut 
is made fit by rclcg;,liug its humour to the firs! \'Oicc's \0~. the!\. --h)' 
defensively removing the l:.ngu~gc's potcnti~lto be l3ughed :t!. By 
adding' french word. only the fir;.t voice c.tu nl.~ke English. which 
lu$beo.'n at the c.:mrc of ]X)lcnti:II JX161roloflial deh:ue, IllS! one of 
the m:J.ny sourl·es for Amcric-Jn lin!(li~h-~' Whltm.~n·s framin!l of 
comic d.rnma5 helps to explain. thcl\.·fore. tltt: preponderance of 
l:lorTo\\t-d langua1-...:: in hi.~ pn.'faces. "' tmpon.,· C !!), "5Urplu.«a!(C" 
(741), "«klird:>..'>C'menr (742), ·lil· ll<'f/IUI nmi (7'13), 'li!l"Mu-cs" 

(743)raindownun us 
TIIC fra..,., abo expkHts nrtaphors, and Wltitman·s Preface 

plays w•th the mt.1aphor$ of youth. retardation, and •emhaiTJ<;.<;
merns of infanqo"" whkh appear in the an ides and ncwsp3f>"r5 ur 

~l'llto/'OrlNW4 .U(2!1N<n·c•"l""' llllnl, _\4\ 

~For a "'"'"'"'"'ll <l~><u«<ion un or•clu.•iun or o\mcnc• '" tl"' Jo.-h.ote on tlo: 
"po!l<.donut:..,.,l'etc•llulmo:m-tnclut.lln!t&neri<·a:ARIE.LA/411<'M'o/"'lf:r
-la/J:'r'l!li.sb1J~"""""~-1U.mwryi9'>SI- tl?.tk"')'lh.Uthr·p~l 
~(or sl.-~1kl be) o tle""npti.-e, "'~ •n e•·•lt l:l ll •-~. lt"Tm· I t20). My own •d<.l•th'lll 
l!>tbr~""'•r"l'f<:Xth<:url""AinAillll 

"For~·"'-''-'anaHc-mpto:drf>etun:•lt~IOnin'tJwf\nl'</lvj_l')(l() 

)"":11(17),_~·Duth<e•rly•n'Otlfbuf•nyn:o,.,.,mmpn-''"">:lrel"'•,j',.,f 

an:ardcnt,pt.'t'S<:''.:rlnll,"xl••plrl~tempo.'<,lllC<'<Slntly>lruiiJ!llnJI" 'Illdoffi<ul· 

lia:and~un"'t'<lnrd>r>dund;snu)'<-<l,t••nlni~U~m:""l'"'t;flc~ln 



mid-century to point out the country's lack of aJ,>:te."' Jdentifyin~ 

"the causes that h~ve retarded the progre!>s of litcr~turc in the 
United Swtes" (my <emph~sis). 11x: l"ort f'oJio sees that th<e ·~·au"'-' 

which will primarily suggest itself is. the youth of the country.• "l1te 
Prefaccm:•kesthco;.,dcscriptionsp.1rtofhisgriS!. Youthl,.,.,<m~<es:l 
heroic person, who "leaves room ahead of himsclr (717). And th" 
Preface prai.o;es youth: ":->iothing is bcttc·r." s;~ys the fr.m>ed voice. 
"t hanslmpliclly n<.>thing("Jrtnl<lkeupforexces.sorforthclaek 
of definiteness" (7 19, my italic·sl. Kidwrd Shryock Gllls such em
bedded narrative~ "act iuns":l.\r:ulwr than ananempttoS<lyson-,.,. 
thing, with pointlc.s.s humor that but prepares the fmme, the Pref
ace attempts to do something 

Within the fmmes, th<·re is playful doubling on a word. "[n
cxpr.,.>siblc." for example-, drnmatilcs rhdori<:al play with point of 
view 'llle >;econd voice SUAAeS!s the Fng\ish languagc(bcfrknd
ing the "gr~nd An'lCrican expres.sion") "is th" medium that shall 
well nigh exprcs.-; tlw inexprcs.sihlc" The word "inexpressible." a 
point of contact l.lt'tW<:<!n the t\VO voices, is also it:; moment of self
division. !t comes from the fir~t voice, which wishes to desl!:(ll:Hc 
thcjilhlrfLhound and litterJ\ cotmOI:Hion of"yet-to-ht:cxpres:;t_-d" 
American poetry. Chiding, the second voice identifies the inex
pressible as an Amcricm liter.Jry char.lcteristic. Cn1CL11ly-o:md thi.' 
is rhctoricallr complex--the 11rst voice's literal connOI~tion creates 



J diffcrem, nK>re li!Jt,r:~l connol:ttiun in the second voice. l\e1ther 
voire use.~ it fl11urati•·dy. and so the double play on liter:llllC>S 
~'COIL• the gap between 11\cse ,-okes. Americ:l"s poetry Is Ilms 
Hter:JIIy---:~nd roncomit;mtly-<:oincd "incxpressibl" " "Ibis namr-~1 
loophole is plart:d off a!l'linst l::ngl:totl"~ anifio: of liter:Jty arch.i!t."<"· 
rure, whidl later will lx: referred 1tJ as "CtmSiipatcd." The •·oico:~ 
callf\Ot an:ommodatc t:ach other.'"' 

Smt-e there :•re no t:llSy ~ign:tb for thc>oe switches in voic""· 
il am lx: d1fficuh 10 n.•c:ngnilc the ~uthoti:ll disputations. The fil'll 
voice ag~m "Of all nations the United States with vein~ full of 
pot.'tical Sill If m061 •lff!(/ poetS and ll"ill doubi:ICSI> have tlw: g«:atest 
and use them the grc;ncst" (my •t:liics. 714). The st:cond voice 
bowls him over "Of all m:mkind the great poet iJ the equable 
m:on" (my italic~) ~nd contmue>o nght up through th~· followin~ 

"Now he has paSI;ed th:tt way '''" after him." Correction is all but 
impossible b«ml.!i' it has already hcen w:mtt'd; the .'ICCOnd llOicc ~ 
daim: the t'Orrection has IJet>n achieved and, thus. c-Jnl\01 come in 
!he future ("he has paSS<. -cl .. _ ")_ Anyone who gi\"1'5 the first \"Oit-e 
credt:n<'C. c•-en for ~ n..:>mem. i~ gulk·d. But Whitm:m does not 
explicitly champion the ~ond ,-oice "ilho.•r. Point of view remains 

"For~~-"' 1ho: p,.,r.._.., ul t!f-'6. thco ""'-'-""'""'-"·tilt- ".....-wo""'- wn«--.. 
'""'"'k~·le.v.-ht-"<>ldtlrt"-''t!to th<"Soul,t..H. .... Otofiruo.ck•m.outlint_-_-.culpou"'· 
and bccomt_.,.. ,-...u. mu.-.i<. tl.tf-<Q• . .ond ..-.~-.. e.~~w~ hlll-unt.< • n.. f..--. H""" 
fe>l'l""'"·""'l'""dl"'!<i~Mt~to~ocs''"T""'.;'n'-"yl-...lrt"hlh-..Wrt!.·l11l-nt"' 
cnb hi.'t pbo- >l(;lln gr-.o<ltJ>!t)" 10 tl"' ..,_,,-,J >"()io:ec •IJul•g:oln ~ m:>]• bco !ht: 
,.,.,. .. ~ . .,,-,oo_ <M tho: l>tS dk"<"t< tho:n:of, "' '"'~i!lht. th<- "l'"''l oo.t...• ~nd 
n-dar< '" lht• "-mt.l, •nd till" <mp•IJ»hk ,.....,,.... (7~~). Tt)-"'11 to tk:>erlho.• po>e!lc 
.,.....h<J(hVOioce>endup .. -«h<L\impaiJ"'I~Iity· ft•l~"'-"'-""dH>O<'r.llll'• t~er•J 
...._,.<ro:II"""W'>Ie',ft•!ht:ftN.th<-ln~-ntin.thillly!<l .. y,dt:fir>t.~lint:l< 
11<*-"tl :&<Jru;u,.,.,.,, th< "ni-'Y 1><.- the ·nt; lt.> t(J()\.> for Cd~<>i<>,ll ·•n IJII<-nn<~ 
~"l.'diO.prrl>;lpshomof.n.:n-.>cao;•,-•nd'l<>dt:m'<...._-rx-e,...-..llt\IL•'·ery 

......,... n:g:o~ of rh<- old CO<W~nhO<I>. '"'-1. un<ler tht.·p~>l W""""· fnl lowin~ 
only kl .,.., . ., impuJ,..,_• (7~_\) In ll"hilm:on·• fr.lmc, """" <~Jul-.k:"""'· >Ud< .o.• 
,._.....ps. ln '.dju.<IOO "'· pn-\u(>< born d." ln<loc->r~ a """"""'"' from focr tu 
llu101\,11leur~et-"<'"'lruyoftl..: firso "-'"-"· rtonofrlll'l~omn, I• • rdl<.-t:Unnuf 
..,.._.,.,def<.,..;vt"r>e>~>andan""'-·~p;rnufh«fr;;ut-..."pt.-.l<>('<"«h<._...tl,... 

<'l"b:II·«>""UUC..rumof••;lut<'ll<ne"<f""'-.p<>t'IO<Lin.J(U:i!I">ThU>II,...pruhk-m•nd 
k•mc. the fiN"'""'" •nd tl"' """>nd voice •• ,.. tumo.~lln:sio<le '~"· n..k"'~""' 
Uf>C1:fl>roly("petluf<'"I""'U.")nlX"tic:JU)""Jd~-hul<"ru<i:llHCr.omt>tv.L• 
._...,b<"saidrobco•IKIYl'"h>lthey<·;<nnotn<<n~·-(0.-rle-<ISt:n~JWI><,R 

film("~ N<USI<liJ l'rtm"' ,-.;,mutn.~ 11( kfJU>lCiaJkm [h:i""""- IL· '>onJov;eol.-m 
L"f. 199}114~1 !ht: cnndir.oon nut....-. tlus 1~..-nl >nd c•actly a<"UI<" 



continuously less-than<-ertain.l\ind)'·flve percent h not <mc hun
dre<lperccm 

Dd'eru.n·cpo>~urinf!inthel'refaceaL'«lCXploitsa longst:tnding 
~1otytelling IL-.;hnique-dlc sh:tAA)' d~ talc." In a <:l:ts.>ic example, 
one of thc . ..c long mrrou'"" concludes woth a fl1)'[e ending.jan 
ll~rold Brun\'and ex plait\> that in these "No Point" StOries, ";1 wholly 
unn:bte<l ~nd poirule<t.S pun<h line b told tO a group oomaining 
some dupes who beli<.-.e that they are heanng a R"nuinc joke 
When thos.:: on-the-know b.ugh, the ~u~kers wonder what's wrong 
with their St:n!O: of humor. """ Af111id 10 ,,., outsidenl, listeners bullh 
lluttheydonot,,·Jnnot.undcrstandJ humorous punch line as 
fiCtion that is not humon~UsinfaCI. EitherthL"}'arcsuckers.orthcy 
reclua1theor an<.·ntion from wlwtthcy (don{)() know to how th<.')' 
gu :tboul knowing 

In Whitnun's dodll)' prefa~. the Amt'rican poet •• no1 h<:!l' 
yct,ycttncome(thefin.t ~oice);buthei>;already present, he bin 
CXi..'>fence; ·he has passed" (the second •·oiL~). Such joking around 
demands liSteners who ~hare a point of ~icw, v.·hilc rcfusmg mean
ing, and Whitman 's frdmcs. similar to shaggy dog iokt>s, work on 
fO<Rtng ~ communny on the offt>nMve fmm dd'cnsive listener!; 
Wltil!nMl·, readers :ore th<~<e who (to u.o;c li:d f'.ohen'~ phr~sc), 
acccp1 a "special ill\'itation.·r !I Ilo "intimate ronununity" of ft';ldcT$ 

bcg:m even from l'uritan I""Totage 10 "be a ~pecial rx:oplc, otn only 
pcuple--none like thee in all the <.-anh"'"' l'or the pref~o::. thi>; 
"intimate axnmumty" of ·srx-"<-i.1l po.:oplc" ts lMIC~11 Those who do 
not ~<·knowkd~o:c this b;tckdmp--An~erica'.s .>pec~tl clim:lle for a 
"bard" in 11~')'), despite all stgru. to the comrJty--n•~-.s the ifl5ide 
humour. 

~ ~"AAY <I<~'-,,., very, '~I)' k>n~ t•b- ·t~ t!~' """"'"-" oftclllnJI th<-tn." 
O..~!yltipi.tn.•-~-.·t.tum..ktll<'m.~.>h:>JI•nd<ln>ok.-d~<)<>u<-"'-""'=f<ft 

1uu ''""-to IN 1>uoch lone 'Oidl, 001 .,., much punctt t.nr, J""''t.>.f"- • S!"' ~lo.xlro 
tluttdhn~lh<'l<-''"";,'krlnn<'<uwn"<>nl,l<r"'-'l"'lnt s.,,.,!ll1ty!Upl: •ns. 'IN 
il:!<>d.:r)W'I<.-Julyt9!11lmv -,..,.,..,..Jnn--·SI,>hon."""l'<h-d<osh<mL 
'"'"ACb.'<'<lfiC~Io>nfurSh.>IIJ!I- Ou!t"""'-'"·'fiiF7f>ll%_i~ ·11 
r ·,\M~phor ,..,d the Cultlv•tinn <>i ~lltJTUC). O.r lfrttlpbo<'. c..J. '>h<:k~>n ~l< 

ldu<'•JIO·L't"i0til>!1'>P.tM16-ll 
"lladno1c ~""'-~er il<ll~ck-y, 7Jw/'t<rrJoiU llf """""" A ·"'""'~"""'OOI<.ito 
c-d. Al>n ll<!lm.on • .-..! Andn.•w ll>db:ororo (Gtm~!fl' H>l'·>r<l liP, \')!!~) 117 



llc.:-Ju:.c Whitnl.~n·s n~rr.,tiv~ present,..,.~) cffo.•cts for tl~<: a<1t~ll 
re-~der. his fr.uno: isevcf}"\\]..,re_ He dcscritx,; hi~ n.•r:;e fonn. •nms 
my form''"" \lrictly grov.n fmm my purpnrtsund/iUIS. and is the 
~nalogy ufthcm ... • (755. my cmphasi.~)- I lis drnmmic methods of 
writin)(. nul only the writ in):. is ~n :m;~ logy of hi>. "purports and 
f~crs.· The ITIO:ol import~nt t"o words in their imphotion for ))Oih 
the sha!Q_{} <k~ story and. h{'"rc, th<.•loCII wntext from which th.., 
SlrJ.tt•gy en\e~S arc tl"' words "I ..ay.· This .'lCCmingly innoccrn 
p;~ir has a ~impk· singul:!r pronoun (which g:<ins it.• chaQ~C from 
rcpro;:>;enting 1wo voic.,~) and a •·crh (which is mc>rt: than •·crbal 
due to Whitn'l;ln·s dr~m:ltic fralllL'S) 'lc•thc-r of the"~: two word~. 
then. should he taken at fare ,~~Jue. They arc an CXI{'"nsion of hi..~ 
jokes-th:tt-~rc-not-jokcs. 'Jltc frt:<Jucmly uuert:d disclaimers in th{'" 
Preface, "in my opinion" or "True ... ,"similarly, arc anything hut 
tr:msparcnt; tht:y ~rcofo."OUI'Ie p:ort of the fun tiM makes unccr· 
lllini¥S~T~:~II.~yntacti<:all¥andhtcrallyno.:ghgihle.andthen:f~cru· 
cialto the makmg of oumf1cuon. Prcso.:nt ve.-m;. ~uch as ·;.~· ("!!ere 
lin Amerkalthc thcnw is creative and h:ts vista") l~>ll idc With fu
ture unes. such ~s ·~h~n· ("Their IAn~riGins"]I'~•K.Icnts shall 1101 
)){'"their romrnon rdert."t:' 50 much a., thdr pocb 'hall1-1·1]) and 
sacrosanct ten ...... .,. arc as ebstic. In the prefac<'~. what is being put 
on stage is not primarily whether there is a poet. hut poim of dew, 
Inherent in cwry shaAAy dog 'dOI)'.11tc fir.,t Yoke fran'H.'' per· 
ccn·cdfacts. lit!! what ~>Juttert:din \lo'hitman"sdrom:lSi.>fX>Iv:tlid; 
the f1r.11 •'Oic<' s word5 uo.: turned IJUL'k on it. m:1kmg out of pt'T"· 

ceived"rcal"dt*clarnt•on•f1nion To-,;tythisanolhcrway.thefif${ 
vokc seem~ tn fr:unt: wh:n was thcrL._no American ro•·t-bllt 
tlut point of vie" is ~bt> pMt of the dr:un.~- There are voicC5-
"I';istand prc<:('nt anti future arc not dL..joiocd but joined" (-18}-
tlut humorou:;Jy point to a lurkmg ,[l:l)!h'Y dog th:n OCnl:lnd, ·a 
"'1ttilyunexpco.'tcdandsu<ldenending,J!lthemoreunexpo."<-1L'<lm 
th:ll the 'lead-in" and the "k~d-up' ha~e to be c.letep!l\•dy leisurely 
andalmostc.liffuM'.""' 

Simpl~'. the frame' and humour in 'it"hitman·s prcf:Kt..., :~re 
l1lO!e imponant in the con,idcration of st~k than most criti<:' ha,·e 
acknowk-dg..•d. To hc:tr them. the re<~der must know tile nincl<.:cnth· 

"EnrP~.1bo-".'ib<wt_.rlll.,l·"""':>·tuOoil/m.Dn<"'f'<'""""'kl .\io/rm. .. lu·otb 
~!'"'""'"'l)"o<Uimpi!"<J.2nd<"'l<~=pon.N\' lln""-frw-t.d>nnt:Sf'rt."''·l97'0) 



"'ntury ,.<Ho:, for they ;He in the di~logu~alkcd ro, <..Xhord, 
ribbed, parodied '!he pn::f~ce~ cqu:~lly :<nd dem:rndingly rn~i>t upon 
eM~bh.shing a ctlffimunity of l""en<..'TS rt:pudbting pcn:cin~d fa<.-1 
(ltld dt.·•oelopin~ fiCtion, findmg a refined nonfiCtion. Tit"}' mu>l 
know the •·oicc~ of the critrc:il ddY.Hl' conccming the Ameril':ln 
poet: they must hear, and 0\'Cfh.,ar, vcrh tenses, t~IOdition~l word.>, 
foreiltJl nx'>tbubry, n:douhlin){>, slight .. tuli:s in syntax. 'l11ey must 
he alcn to Wlrurnan's tension of person:~e and jokc.< and .-ray irl· 
your·f:tct' uphe:r\':lls. of the sh:~ggy dog', prcscncc (bcnt:'~th this 
se-eming long-wmdcd. unglc-d expositron). In Whitman·s :~~r.uqzy, 
dcfcn.••t' has bc.'COIOC offcnsc; exposition, dcmon~trJtion: the pn:f· 
aces, humour, and thc "f:rcc" ilo;clf. l'ortno lon8. these frJmcs l~:weo 
notbeenO\·erhcardforhumuurthat isdc-Jd,.,r;ous 
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