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The first guarter of the tventieth century saw the
rise of three grest American Writers ... Whitaan, Mark ITwein, and
#olville —= to frme. Although sany eritiecs assailed Whitaan's
postie telent in scurrilous termes and down to the time of the poet's
deat.. the prevailing American opinion wae theat Whitman wvas » third.
rate poet and an immoral man, Whitean was not altogether witiout
friends and admirers. From across the Atlantic, W. M. Rossetti
hailed iim as = plonesr. Ezra Found, i. 5. iliot, :art Crane,
williaa Carlos Willlams iave all adaitted their debt to the szge of
Canden. Pe iie Lavwrence recognised in him & Lindred soul and placed
hia in the foremost rank amonget crertive writers, £Even Sernard
Luaw was 0o less adulatory whtile couanenting cryptically that wiltman

was & classic.

Certain sdmirers of his genius have tried teo offer
elaborate justification for his morsl =nd sociel aberrations. But
whitasn vas never ashamed of scknowlsdging hiz "baffling coapliexi.
ties." s sdmitted that he was of contradictions aede; but he vas
only too human . "“in Americsn, one of the roughs, s Kosmos, of
Manrattan the son.” |

Whitman presented unpurified, unsublimsted American
life. Through the rude foree of everyday folk shitman sav shining
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an ideal imericas iHis thinking 414 not messure upto his inten.
tions, yet among ninetesnth csntury Zimerican authors he stood alone
in pointing to men the path between reality and their own souls.

Walt Whitman, the most reprezentative poet of the
American nation, developed himself from the seratch and by the
stren;tnh of his will.power, self-discipline and smhbition, aade
hinsell heard and respected by tuost wio redleuled itiim and refused
to acknovliedge hin as a poet. e was proud to belong to Americs,
=nd he visualiped a great future for his country, not ian the con-
ventional refinesent and culture confined to the upper feow, but in
8 vasy, comprehensive progress suared by the mass of the common
people with their ordisary aims, objects, and occupat.ons. He
felt proud to think thst imerica was made up of strong, self-
reliant and iadependent elements drawn froa various oatioas and
that by the sheer pover'at deteraination 2nd iron.will she was
destined to make ierself the grentest and most povwerful nation of
the world. Such & nation was not to be bullt up by the intellec.
tuals slone, but by the vast and varied body of the com:son people
with their strong, muscular, and agile virility,

Himself a conamon, nalf.educated, poor young man, vwith
a vigorous body snd a strong heart, wvith no formal literary train.
ing of any sort, Whitman took upon liaself the mission of being the
poet of sueh people. iis continued in thnt-vocation, undaunted by
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the prieking and hostile oritical comments and was at long last
recognisei as s post of original genius. Tue biographby of whitman
is the epitome of the Listory of the American pnstion. Just as
America, from alaost nothing, developad Lerself into the most
poverful nation of the vorld, wWhitman also, with no 1iterary back-
ground and training, has come to be recognised as one of the gres.
test of Amerlcan poets, opening up nev vistas for the art of poetry
and helped in establis.ing American litersture to a place of high
prestize and glory among the lisaratures of the world,

The personality of shitman suffered from no inuibi.
tions or prejudices. All 'mericans of all clusses and professions
wvare conslidered as brotiers and sisters by him sinee they all bea
longed to the common humsanity. e was avere of his own wemknesses
and 30 could look syapathetically upon the weaknesses of his fellow
amortals. For him even the most degreded person has some slizht
good in hia and it was to that divine zoodness in aan tust hLe made
his ap,eal,

it is tils fundemental love {or man as men, that
Whitaan's patriotism transforaed iftiself into universalism. Tt
range of his sympatoy extends to all humanity, and he sings about
tuelr 1deals, aspirations, hopes, and fears. The result 1s that
wWhitasn becomes not only tue spokesmsn of the American people, but
of the wiole world. .ls vision ultimately becomes cosaic, and he
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embraces the life not only of man but also of all animals, birds,
inseets, and even the natural slements like the wind, rain, ocean,
mountains, stars, voods ss well., iis vision takes into ity Xen

the koery past as well es the Juture of tie universs.

The fruit of w«hitman's first poetic efforts was publi.
sted in 1855 as [faves of Grags and his poetie ceareer continued
t1ll 1891 - 92 befors hip death. This period vas the most crueial
one in Awericsan hisgtory, becruse efter tie war of lundependence,
vilich Lad made her a free nation, she was nov confrontec with the
tnrests of disintegration. The Southern and the Worthern states
fell out with esecl oLher on the ruestion of sisvery, lcadlng to the
bloody Civil «ar (1861 - 656) which shook Lhe natiomn tc 1ts very
foundationss It was feélt for a time trat the dream of a free,
strong, democratlic, American nation wss jolng to be stiattered.
fFortunstely, under the able  u.idence of Abratesm Lincoln, the war
cane to a successful close, and America came out of the orfilesl

strong, united natioan.

Besides thase upieavals Iin the political 1ife of the
country, new economic, socirl, philosophical and religious ideas
were engaging tim attention of she people. Juite a multitude of
the American population consisted of recent imsuigrants from Burope,
wi.o were dominated by the idea of expension into the unconquered
continent. BSo the life was floving at s avift speed, and Asericen
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people were engnged in all sorts of work for the development of the
country anéd the maximum exploitation of its resources. Under the
inpact of these expanalonist tendencies, the philosopbleal snd reli.
gious L1deas were rapldly under golng radical changes. The old,
rizorously dogastic Puritanisa wss losing ground and s grester empha.
sis wvos lpid on tolersnee and freedoa of ti.ought in the religious
1ife of the country. Under the influenece of German Homantice
Philosophy and Kant's Iranscendentalism, the intellectuals of Americs,
like Emerson and Thoresu, rejected ecclesiastical ceresony and
authority, snd prescred the Joetrine thst God 1s everywhere and re-
veals himself in every individusl. The anti-slevery stolitionist
groap got its most sealous supporters and chaapions froum the ranks of
the Iranscendentalists., Thoresu and his friends deflied the laws
and recelved fugitive slaves in thelr tomes. The American Women's
ilights Movement ot its chief edvocrzte in the talented Margaret
Fulle¢r, s trenscendentalist. Other great uwprlters of the period --
bryant, Lowsll and :m-rson — were all advocates of free t.ought,

tolerantce and veforam.

America was titus on the move 1in thet crucial period.
Bew life was pulsating in her veins, Bevw experiments were beling
aade in democrascy and frecdom of the people. ihe eyes of the
wnole world were set on the new nation emerging out of the throes
of a hard, long-drawn.out struggle, And 1t was of this American
nation, bubbling with enthusiasa and life, snd sheping itself into
a definite charscter out of multifavious, and at times conflicting
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slexents, that whitaan vanted to bhe the spokesman. .e was the true
Amsricsn poet, the friend of all bumanity, a co-sharer in the life
of the whole universe, s vell.wisher of everytuing animate nand
insaimste, who sings boldly and truly of bis netural emotions in the
most natural sauner. We listen to Whitaan as we listen to our most
fiatimate friend who lays bare nls hesrt before us without the le=st
hesitation. ¥hat he says mosily corresponds %o what we think and
feel. Hesding bis poems sives us the impression of enjoying the
fresh brecge. iilg poetry seems Lo be getiing gently absorbhed within
our vary belng. It carts a spell on us which 42 laperceptible.

it giver us s very fasclneting expsrience which is ilndescribetle, and

leaves our =ind nealthler, stronger, fresher.

walt anuitasn doss not Look befors snd after, snd pine
Tor wral is not, but ne lives in the present and snjoys it. e
zece;ts life as it comes, enjoys turoughly tbe present amoment, and
does not bother eitler for the past or the future. st eoveryons
accept hls place, do .is job nonestly, respect others and look upon
all with an ogqual oye, witiout conflict, mslliece or rancour, and build
s strong, healthy pation upon d.uoer;tlc principles .. tuis 1+ how
whitman's aessage to uucanity, as expressed through his poetry, can
be stated in & nutshell. i beiieves in s soclcty in whieh every
individunl reteins and develops his persouality, but all these perso.
nalities, combined togetucr, make @ uagnificent cosmopolitan society.
in his visv, not the sacrifice of tne individual at the sltar of
society, nor thé sacrifice of the social well.deing for tiue sske of a
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fev individuals, ‘ut ecual development of sll the parts which, wnile
maintaining their separste identity, can contribute to the proper
well-being of the wioles. This was wWhitzen's message, and it was his
self-appointed misgion to convey it to his fellow-countrymen eand to
the whole humanity in genersl.

in the literature of America, ~hitmen crested a trsdi.
tion by timself, OUwing to .is Anfluence in the 1920's hitmen mxxx
escaped the decsde's zeneral censure of the pasts He w s poen 8% »
rebel agrinet tradition, spreared as »n aodern in ways tost cmerson
could not .8, and offered a vision of democretic aan inat could sur.
vive all tihe critical and cultural onsleugtts. Foets w.0 eame auch
after him carried auch of his message and many of his innovations of

style into the twentieth century.

«h.toen pev-r wented to be invertesd with any halo of
divinity. In uls ovn mind there wers no veserva..ons, no sense of
guilt. ;@ had schleved coaplete self.rewalieetion. e concept of
experience wss that it should be truly cosmic 1in awplitude, excluding
not:ing, denying pothing. Consummation of exporience® .- thst was
his 1deal. xesl truth, according tc Liam, was cll-inclusive and 1i¢
4id not shut out any eliement as alien.

A poet, accorclug to wWnitmen, 1s not a mere visionary or
aresmer, lLiving in an ivory tower, divoced from the yrim reslitles of
sveryday existenee. On the other hand, he is destined to pley »a
significant role in siaping the course of husan history. whitman



alvays regarded himself as the nationsl poet, projecting tnrough his
poems the great 1deals that hsve moved Lls countrymen. whitasan knew
that to be the repressutative of one's country, a poet must anni{%hsly
study "sut tne land, 1ts idioms and men." s did not feel discours-
ged when the early years of his poetic career brought him little re.
coznition. e was prepared to walt and to day dmerica ias come Lo
consider him as Ler autbeatic volce. Whitasn 12 nov looked upon not
only as the greatest poet of America, but one of the foremost poets of
the world. ide 13 the fuilegrown poet whose work is s perfeet syn.
thesls of the Scul of Han and daturs.
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whitasn's disregerd for rociesl conventions and publie
morality, and his dewp love of the animsls, brought wijhin the com.
pass of his imaginstive syapathy the entire creetion of Jod. In
Soelety uLe did not recognise any distinctions of caste, colour or
creed, 4is neart weat out in sympathy to all the underdogs of
soeiety ... the socisl ocutessts snd the forsaken. iis vision would
not exclude anyone, not even a couvict, a sweeper, or a prostitute.
Unlike mo=t other poets who oaly weave a cobwedb of sentimental love
for mankind, sbitsmen slways translated his husmanitarianisa into sction.
iie considered hLimself the spokesman for msankind. iie realised the
inherent divineness of man. iis purpose was, in his own vords,
"ssinly to put a Ferson, s human being, fre-ly, fully, and truly cn
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khitaan was the apostle of democracy. His dexk ideal
of democracy was essentially pragmatic and earth bhound. wWhereas on
the political plane he denounced all prerogatives and vested inter.
ests, on the 20c.al plane he visualized complete harmony Letvesn the
individual and the socisty. but, sbove all, +hitman wes, what one
may call, a spiritual desocrat who savw in true democracy, possipi.
lities of universsl peace, toleration, snd brotherhood. ¥o indivi.
dual wes to be excluded from God's gr-ce, since all shall be admitted
unto the Kingdom of .ieavan regardless of sny distinctions. Ihe most
sutihentic speclmen of true huaanity wss the comion aan, "the divine
sverage.” fhe poet shall be a ‘Kosmos', zarked for generosity and
sffecvion, the most celebrrted apostle of ecuality anc {relernity,

having no cere for riches and privilege.

w.1tman wars intensely patriotie in the moet religlous
sense of the word. Ihe United States, for tim, weos the taven of
democracy, the hops of tne comuon mass. iile objeet was to estabilish
» basis for falth in demorrr¢y by showing thet all human cualities,
good or bad, sex or divinity, were latent in eseh individual. T:.us
Whitaants democratic idesls and intense humanitarianism become merged
into a unified and ideatical whole. Again, his rsdical humanism 1is
an 1ntegral part of the zenersl concept of the so-called Iranscenden.
talism.

Whitaan slways sought to explore the transcendental
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nature of reality. [Lils vision led tim into regions exteading dbeyond
the limits of empirical experience. The unknown, the unseen, the
unhcard, anéd the unexpressed revealed to his aind the deepest truths
about the ultimnte reality. The Transcendentalists explain man and
Lhis world so far as possitle in teras of man himself, They believe
in the principle that the structure of tie universe literslly duplia
cates the struciure of the individual self, anc that sll knovledge,
therefore, beglus vith sclf-knowledge. imerson and Throreaun, whom
whitman followed as Lis mrsters in this matier, steress always upon
man ss univ.ssal, reduced to his coamon humanity, and al ihe sametise
they can never forgel that the rama of aan 18 clothad witiu the aspect

of stcrnity.

whitman belleved that the spiritual slone can not re.
veal the transcendent reality. develation can only come through the
intiaste fusion of the physical and the spiritual. Kext he probes
into the nature of the “self” and realizes thst it ir something vhieh
cahh not be held witiin the bounds of this earth. Then the self is
purified and purlficeation 1# achieved by ennobling the senses, not
by ‘purgation', nor through diseipline. lle, therefore, ennobles
and secepts the degraded and rejected species of aesnking and st the
sanetine finds Lis realms widened and sscends to the mysetical heights
vhere hie finds Limeslf fdentified with the 'besutiful gontle God.!

After this the poet caonfronts s terrible setback and
enters tiat phase of the mystic experience, which 1s traditionally
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known as the 'dark night of the soul.' This consciousness of the
agonies and desprirs of the world gradually pesses aveyj the poet
develops an infinite qmlpathj and tenderness, looks upon all mmx
suffering as only illusion, is usited with the Iranscendent beyond
time and space, and finslly realiszes that tie comeon is transfigured
into the divine through the descent of the 'gygiar' or the godhead.
Inrough death of the physical body tie soul paszes into the stage of
pirvapa' or 'aoksua' toat is, the ultimate sslvetion.

L ] »
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whitosn's style was sdmirsbly adspted to des=cribe the

still unsihaped landscrpe of a nev continent, the en-rgy, romance and
dreams of a plone:ring nation sure of an illimibable future. iv is
also an excellent medium for his passionate nsture ~nd sleo responded
aduirably toward the sublime. #Ahat whitman sought was a mediua in
which he could sxpress the expansive soul, sind and dody of the
demoeratic man. e broke avey from orthodoxy and he t~ok his place
teside bis contemporary revolutionary poets in 19th century Lurope,
significantly sntieipating tte 'Pree Jerse' movement of the sarly
1900's. In his powerful lines where every word wae right as slso in
kis dislike of polisuing, be wes 2 true Amkrican, with nils disdain
for too much learning or srt. .ds chents were never intended to be

sbsolute art. They were written to capture his fellowmen in his own
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time Ly any relevant aeans. It is froam him that the next zeneration
of poets :ot the trainming "0 rely too sxclusively on a rapt anag bar-
dic intuition®. whitaan, during his Life time, wns little xnowm to
the multituie outside the intellectural circle. Still, uls consola-
tion wae thet, if the poet can not speak to mankiai, hte can speak for
wanking ano this is whet whitman hlmself does at hls splendid best,

whitmen proved to be, with thc passege of time, an
exeaplary fi.ure in the growth of the poetry of his timern. i€
taralded the cewn of a nes sra vy -iving 2 new dimeneion ané suhjeet -
natter to the poets of hir iays. ke war the poet of Americs 2nd
American demccracy [{roa the core¢ of his heart. He attempted to
embrace the wnole of Ameries in his epic Leaves of lirsase, i found
his subjects among all kinis of men 4in all their conditions. :is
catalogues symbolize the ecaalizing process of democraey for Ep.
BASAS. fdls gre-test =08 best cuality hax been his vigour, vita.
lity, and izmense naturalness, and all throughout his poetry, he

sings and spesks mstout the simple lory of the "Divine average.”

whuitman broite away with the conventions snd Lsckneyed
terminology of bnglish Verse. ils poetry has struck a hew anc origi.
nal note, fhere have bLesn, and rcre perhaps still)sharp differences
of opinion as to the absolute merit of bL.s work ss poetry. Intellec:
tual critics will strongly objeet to his emoticnalisa and vaguenesss
formal eritics, to uis lack of close structure; academlc critics to

bis spotheosis of the uncultivated. But the r can hardly be any
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question of his pover and influence. From whitmen star.s 2 o'w
chapter in American poetry. He was, in the truest sense of the

expression, the poet of a new dewn in American literaturs,




