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From Language to Empire:  
Walt Whitman in the Context  

of Nineteenth-Century Popular 
Anglo-Saxonism

Heidi Kathleen Kim

Anglo-Saxonism in nineteenth-century America took many forms, 
ranging from an academic interest in the Anglo-Saxon language to full-
out declarations of the supremacy of the modern Anglo-Saxon race. Few 
people, however, had quite as complex a relation to the Anglo-Saxon 
movement as Walt Whitman, whose poetry and other writings manifest 
contradictory views towards America’s claim of pure Anglo-Saxonness. 
Critical description of Anglo-Saxonism frequently omits serious dis-
cussion of Whitman, fueled no doubt at least in part by his reputation 
as the democratic poet who sought to unify the cosmos. However, as a 
journalist and literary figure, it would have been nearly impossible for 
Whitman not to hear and respond to the intense contemporary inter-
est in Anglo-Saxon. While Whitman’s goal appears to be to erase racial 
difference through his project of a unified America, his vocabulary of 
Anglo-Saxonism problematizes the call for equality and universality. His 
acclamation of American language and the American race complicates 
his explicit valorization of English hereditary traits, while his poems 
celebrating universality cannot entirely erase the impression of Anglo-
Saxon imperial domination. Only when he specifically contradicts as-
pects of common imperialist-Anglo-Saxonist claims does he succeed in 
silencing the ghosts of his own rhetoric. As Eric Lott writes, “Whitman 
is a salutary reminder that there is no simple correspondence between 
individual racial feeling, cultural predisposition, and political ideology.”1 
Nor, as Jay Grossman adds, is there necessarily any consistency in this 
correspondence over time.2 Examining Whitman’s writings to form a 
single conclusion about his Anglo-Saxonism is futile, but his changing 
focus from language to racial superiority and then to the postbellum 
negation of that superiority demonstrates the complexity of Whitman’s 
politics.

Whitman’s racial and national politics have been the subject of in-
numerable critical works, which have examined him from many angles. 
Anglo-Saxonism cannot be separated from other movements of the time; 
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regarding Ralph Waldo Emerson’s English Traits (which he considers more 
about racial “Americans” than the English), Dana Phillips argues that 
Emerson was “renewed by his British experience in something other than 
the Transcendentalist way.”3 Anglo-Saxonism, Transcendentalism, and 
other philosophies must be read as part of a complex conversation. For 
example, in Ali Behdad’s recent criticism of Whitman, he reads Leaves 
of Grass as a monumentalizing work that flattens out productive (racial) 
tensions in search of a trans-historical point of view that verges on the 
ahistorical. How then might Behdad, whose study centers on immigra-
tion and racial erasure, read the Anglo-Saxonist threads of Whitman’s 
rhetoric that connect America and Leaves to a far distant history still alive 
and working in the present? His work contrasts with that of Phillips, who 
finds that the racial catalogs of Leaves reveal a deep ambivalence about 
America’s need for racial vitality. For Phillips, the body is the point of 
intersection; for Behdad, it is the ahistorically presented geography. But 
these studies are most effective when contextualized with the various 
ramifications of a single idea. Anglo-Saxonism, like other philosophies, 
was not just about the body or about territory; it was a world view en-
compassing everything from language to empire.

The use of Anglo-Saxon formed a sort of sliding scale, along which 
people might stop at any point. The most fundamental element was 
the interest in the language, which flared up in the 1840s. Schoolbooks 
began teaching Anglo-Saxon derivatives as the foundation of English, 
and several grammars and commentaries were published. Interest in the 
language itself ranged from the mildly pedagogical to the extreme, such 
as the periodical The Anglo-Saxon which established an entirely new al-
phabet and spelling for a revived Anglo-Saxon language. Nor was this a 
fanatical singularity; the periodical reached a weekly circulation of 6,000 
within its first year, no small achievement.4 Oratorical style, which C. 
Carroll Hollis cites as a chief influence on Whitman’s poetics,5 was also 
debated in terms of floweriness versus a straightforward Anglo-Saxon 
style, such as that exemplified by Henry Ward Beecher.6

Language was interwoven with the characteristics of race, accord-
ing to linguistic and racial theories of the time. Unsurprisingly, popular 
interest focused on the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon-derived English 
language and the Anglo-Saxon-descended English and American races. 
The rise of Anglo-Saxonism in the nineteenth century was not a new 
development, but whiteness scholars such as Matthew Frye Jacobson 
have argued that the rapidly changing demographics of the “white” 
American population (particularly the influx of Irish) led to a xenopho-
bic emphasis on a hierarchy of whiteness, with the Anglo-Saxons at the 
top.7 This racialism was used in debates about nationalism, expansion, 
both assimilatory and exclusionary immigration, and, of course, slavery, 
in which the Anglo-Saxons were posited as the ultimate contrast to the 
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Africans.
Anglo-Saxon superiority was supposedly apparent in their domi-

nation of the world in commerce and politics. The influence of Anglo-
Saxon practices, ranging from religion to commerce and including the 
modern English language, was celebrated and used as yet another reason 
to study the language of the Anglo-Saxons more carefully. A religious 
periodical asserted:

In the actual and prospective spread of the English tongue, we find a new motive to 
study it fundamentally. The language of the venerable Bede is spoken at the sources of 
the Mississippi and the Indus. . . . Anglo-American energy is peopling a continent with 
those who revere and love the great names that live in British story. English armies and 
navies are carrying the Ante-Norman dialect into the vale of Cashmire, over the wall 
of China, into the cannibal islands of the southern ocean. . . . Happy are we who enjoy 
the language, the liberties and the religion for which so many generations have toiled 
and bled.8

Of course, the more the language gained in superiority, the more reason 
there was to carry the language and its accompanying liberties to new 
regions. Popular thought thus set up a vicious circle of expansion and 
supremacy. To many, Anglo-Saxon superiority justified further expansion 
as well as past expansion. To some of these, it justified both peaceful and 
military expansionism; others justified expansionism evangelically. Some 
felt that superiority justified a ban on immigration.9

Talk of expansion and imperialism focused on diverse forms: direct 
political domination, commercial domination, or religious conversion. 
Contemporary articles exulted in the domination of the Anglo-Saxon 
race, which controlled the “business and politics” of “both hemispheres.”10 
Religion was another source of unity and a reason for expansion; there 
was already a historical tradition positing the Anglo-Saxons as a pre-
Reformation model of the church in England, an almost proto-Protestant 
individualistic Church.11 The National Era postulated a noblesse oblige 
for the Anglo-Saxons to spread Christianity, improving upon the Spanish 
and Portuguese who had enslaved but failed to convert the New World.12 
This mixture of altruism and pragmatism provided fodder for decades 
of justification for expansion and imperialism.

How expansion was to be carried out was a subject of further de-
bate among Anglo-Saxonists. Reginald Horsman, in Race and Manifest 
Destiny, cites Theodore Parker as a popular public speaker who was an 
Anglo-Saxonist in favor of peaceful expansion, and who therefore op-
posed the Mexican War. But one of Parker’s reprinted sermons offers 
contradictory feelings about the race’s proclivity towards war, as Parker 
claims that Anglo-Saxons are superior in “plain and practical sense, in 
industrial activity and political sagacity. . . . This race is industrial and 
commercial more than military.” A few sentences later, he reverses himself 
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and declares, “There is no race in the world to equal it in war, thought, 
industry, or politics, because it is by nature fitted for that work.”13 The 
unequaled Anglo-Saxon talent for war found its outlet in westward ex-
pansion (and later nineteenth-century global expansion) despite publicly 
debated qualms. Whether such qualms were ethical, rather than due to 
the fact that northeasterners were less likely to derive direct benefits 
from territorial accession, is naturally difficult to determine.14 Certainly, 
the National Era viewed the Mexican War’s encroachment upon liberty 
as a mistake for which Anglo-Saxon America might later reap the pun-
ishment.15

All of these intersecting views produced an extremely complex 
landscape, in which people debated everything from rhetoric to provi-
dential manifest destiny in the context of Anglo-Saxonism. Combined 
with the considerable rhetorical gymnastics that were necessary to ad-
dress the question of just how Anglo-Saxon a racially diverse America 
really was, nineteenth-century popular thought on the subject was far 
from monolithic. These popular views, while not necessarily Whitman’s 
own, can be used to understand how his mentions of Englishness and 
Anglo-Saxonism complicate his efforts to communicate a politics of 
unity and equality.

Discussion of Whitman’s Anglo-Saxonism rests initially on language; 
interestingly, Anglo-Saxon literature fails to appear in most popular 
discussion, including Whitman’s. Literature was certainly part of more 
scholarly interest, as excerpts were featured (in translation with snip-
pets of the original) in Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s Poets and Poetry 
of Europe (1845) and Sharon Turner’s reissued three-volume History of 
the Anglo-Saxons (1805/1852). Critical dismissal of the Anglo-Saxon 
literature shows that literary theory evidently had not followed lin-
guistic theory; the same rudeness and simplicity that people valued in 
Anglo-Saxon were deemed unsatisfactory in the literature.16 Whitman 
himself, while valuing “primitive” or “aboriginal” poetry, refers to Irish 
or Native American poetry and omits mention of Anglo-Saxon;17 his 
discussion of Burns, for example, refers to Homer and the classics, but 
not Anglo-Saxon poetry.18 The extent of his familiarity with it is difficult 
to determine, but it was certainly available and well-known through the 
aforementioned volumes, among others. His interest in history is docu-
mented in a series of notes taken around 1855 from the Pictorial History 
of England,19 most likely the multi-volume work by George L. Craik  
and Charles MacFarlane.20 (An American Review critic noted that  
Craik was much more readable but far less erudite on the subject of the 
Anglo-Saxons than Turner;21 Craik’s book was also extremely cheap.) 
Whitman’s notes focus on the Anglo-Saxon period of England, but offer 
little elucidation of his Anglo-Saxonist politics.
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On language, however, his views can easily be found in two main 
sources: a posthumously published essay, or rather a compendium of 
notes originally written in the 1850s and 1860s, edited by Horace Traubel 
and entitled “An American Primer,” and an 1856 Life article by Whit-
man entitled “America’s Mightiest Inheritance.” These, along with the 
introduction to the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass, provide a fairly com-
prehensive portrait of Whitman’s language views in the 1850s.22 Whitman 
shared many of the prevailing views about the English language’s reliance 
on the fundamental qualities inherent in Anglo-Saxon. John Bernbrock 
discusses the extreme similarity between Whitman’s language writings 
and the series of texts published by the Literary Association, chiefly A 
Hand-Book of Anglo-Saxon Derivatives and A Hand-Book of Anglo-Saxon 
Root-Words.23 Whitman’s restatement of the Association’s characterization 
of the “Anglo-Saxon stock of our language” pronounced it to be “the 
most important part, the root and strong speech of the native English 
for many centuries, [which] mainly serves for sensible objects, specific 
thoughts and actions, home, and domestic life; it has the best words for 
manliness, friendship, and the education of childhood.”24 This reflected 
the common feeling about Anglo-Saxon as foundational, therefore pro-
viding the most basic vocabulary, while English had borrowed special-
ized words from Latin, French, and other languages. The emphasis on 
emotional expression––manliness, friendship––was important to Whit-
man, as well. He underscored key sections of an article in the Edinburgh 
Review:

The Saxon element, on the other hand, is the one in which moral truth resides. Its brief 
appeals come home to us immediately, not mediately; address our whole being and not a 
portion of it, and thus, borne in upon us instantaneously and intensely, speak directly to 
the heart, in its own words of pathos and of power. Neither part of our language should 
be deprecated; but wherever the Saxon part conveys the exact meaning, it conveys it 
best; and by those writers whose merits are truth and strength, it will ever be made the 
substance of their diction.25 [Whitman’s underscoring]

In the margins, Whitman noted, “I think the Saxon has an element no 
other language has.” He also opined that Anglo-Saxon had words of 
“more friendship and love” than any other race, but “less of the words 
of the various phases of friendship and love.”26 Hence, the unique Saxon 
“element” is presumably its “truth and strength,” as well as its emotional 
directness, which provide words expressing emotion directly rather than 
through mediate, lengthy description.

These qualities in the language were inseparable from the supposed 
qualities of the race. Whitman wrote, “The English tongue is full of strong 
words native or adopted to express the blood-born passion of the race for 
rudeness and resistance, as against polish and all acts to give in: Robust, 
brawny, athletic, muscular, acrid . . .” (AP 463). Both strength and a 
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tradition of political freedom had long been ascribed to the English and 
then extrapolated back to the fighting Anglo-Saxons. As Whitman further 
theorized, “Character makes words. The English stock, full enough of 
faults, but averse to all folderol, equable, instinctively just, latent with 
pride and melancholy, ready with brawned arms, with free speech, with 
the knife-blade for tyrants and the reached hand for slaves—have put 
all these in words. We have them in America,––they are the body of the 
whole of the past. We are to justify our inheritance,—we are to pass it 
on to those who are to come after us, a thousand years hence, as we 
have grown out of the English of a thousand years ago” (AP 462). This 
conception of America’s destiny was widespread, but the definition and 
extent of “those who are to come after us” would prove to be a point of 
much contention.

But Whitman’s own language experiment clearly did not rely solely 
on Anglo-Saxon. His use of Anglo-Saxon poetics has been discussed,27 
and whether his rhythms follow the “natural” rhythms of Anglo-Saxon 
poetry deliberately is difficult to determine; besides which, his poetics 
have been attributed variously to other influences, from French to Native 
American.28 His compound words, “coinages like ‘tap-root’ . . . strewn as 
they are throughout Whitman’s prose––testify to a fascination with the 
transitive, engendering force in language itself,” notes Kerry Larson.29 
This fascination is quite probably influenced by the Anglo-Saxon tradi-
tion of kennings, prominently mentioned in Longfellow’s essay in Poets 
and Poetry of Europe (the example he gives is laughter-smith). Words such 
as “greenshine,” “ever-pushed,” or “shipcarpent-ering” are Whitman’s 
vivid modern-day kennings. Such constructions, however, could as well 
be ascribed to the larger Germanic linguistic influence.30

It appears that Whitman was uninterested in the more extreme 
forms of Anglo-Saxon linguistics, such as contemporary revivals of 
Anglo-Saxon. Instead, the key to Whitman’s attitude towards Anglo-
Saxon can be found in the word “stock.” In the 1855 introduction to 
Leaves of Grass, he wrote:

The English language befriends the grand American expression. . . . it is brawny enough 
and limber and full enough. On the tough stock of a race who through all change of 
circumstance was never without the idea of political liberty, which is the animus of all 
liberty, it has attracted the terms of daintier and gayer and subtler and more elegant 
tongues. It is the powerful language of resistance . . . it is the dialect of common sense. 
It is the speech of the proud and melancholy races and of all who aspire. It is the chosen 
tongue to express growth faith self-esteem freedom justice equality friendliness ampli-
tude prudence decision and courage. It is the medium that shall well nigh express the 
inexpressible.31

Despite the fact that the Anglo-Saxon stock was the “most important,” 
Whitman celebrated the diversity of additions. He particularly admired 
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Native American geographical names (Mannahatta, for instance), and 
the reference in “Prayer of Columbus” to “anthems in new tongues” 
may well refer to the indigenous languages of the New World (LG 423). 
Whitman’s essays also praised the constantly evolving slang of different 
localities and occupations. Referring to foreign additions, he described 
English as a “treasure house, or ranges of treasure houses, arsenals, 
granary, chock full of so many contributions from the north and from 
the south, from Scandinavia, from Greece and Rome—from Spaniards, 
Italians, and the French.” He also noted, “[English’s] own sturdy home-
dated Angles-bred words have long been outnumbered by the foreigners 
whom they lead––which is all good enough, and indeed must be” (AP 
468). This qualified statement, particularly the resignation inherent 
in “enough” and “must be,” reads oddly next to the positive sense of 
“treasure house,” but Whitman’s other enthusiastic appreciations of loan 
words seem to indicate that his sympathies truly lay with the evolution 
of the language. 

F. O. Matthiessen lays great stress on language as Whitman’s 
unifier,32 but Whitman’s discussion of Anglo-Saxon racial traits, added 
to his language project, complicates the project of unity. Though Whit-
man’s delight in new words tempers his linguistic Anglo-Saxonism, the 
rhetoric of contemporary Anglo-Saxonism swamps the modifying images 
in his poetry. Like so many others who were interested in Anglo-Saxon 
linguistics, his racialized Anglo-Saxonism inevitably brings about discus-
sion of both race and racial domination, leading to imperialism.

At the same time that Whitman was struggling to juggle the im-
portance of Anglo-Saxonism and the diversity of American English, he 
was also exploring its implications of racialism and racial domination. 
Whitman ascribed some of his own characteristics to racial heredity, 
again referring to “stock”: “the maternal nativity-stock brought hither 
from far-away Netherlands, for one, (doubtless the best)—the subter-
ranean tenacity and central bony structure (obstinacy, wilfulness) which 
I get from my paternal English elements, for another.”33 Here, in 1860, 
the Dutch are the “best”—perhaps related to his affectionate relation-
ship with his mother—and the English obstinacy and willfulness come 
second. In “Song of Myself,” however, a sea captain has “English pluck, 
and there is no tougher or truer, and never was, and never will be” (LG 
69). Similarly, English traits are praised in a fragmentary note about the 
San Francisco Vigilance Committee of 1851 or 1856: “In California, 
the people, ever instinctively sturdy, ever instinctively just, by right of 
Teutonic descent, are just beginning to awake to these things—have but 
to perceive any great wrong, and the work of redemption is begun from 
that hour.—I heartily approve of the California Vigilance Committee; it 
is worthy of the sternness and courage of the Anglo-Saxon race.”34 On 
a literary level, Whitman attributed Carlyle’s strength as a writer to his 
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Gothic stock, not Latin or Greek (PW 248). Pluck, justice, sternness, 
and courage are all racialized towards a pure Anglo-Saxon supremacy.

Whitman’s own pro-expansionist views can best be derived from 
his early editorials and poetry. The tendency of the race towards war was 
expressed around 1855: “I will at once admit there is something in us as 
a race, as races, that, against peace, against solidity, against enjoyment, 
restless, hungry, offensive, full of danger, full of death, often unable to 
account for itself, will allow nothing to remain established.”35 This ten-
dency against peace, and towards destruction, sets America as a “race” 
(which readers would be quite likely to read as an Anglo-Saxon race, or 
at least an Anglo-Saxon-based race) or “as races” against other races; 
his language theories, following the typical practice of seeing English 
traditions of liberty reflected in the language, describe subservience in 
other races and languages: “The races that in their realities are supple, 
obedient, cringing, have hundreds of words to express hundreds of forms 
of acts, thoughts, flanges, of those realities, which the English language 
knows nothing of” (AP 463). Such views were probably written out after 
the Mexican War, a war which Whitman approved for ostensibly altruistic 
reasons, writing in an editorial, “We pant to see our country and its rule 
far-reaching, only inasmuch as it will take off the shackles that prevent 
men the even chance of being happy and good.” Assertion of the supe-
riority of English and American rule, despite the aforementioned major 
faults of each, was a commonplace in justification of expansion. Very 
early editorials of Whitman’s in 1846-1847 had asked, “What has miser-
able, inefficient Mexico . . . to do with the great mission of peopling the 
New World with a noble race?” News of a military victory was hailed as 
“another clinching proof of the indomitable energy of the Anglo-Saxon 
character,” explicitly linking these views to Anglo-Saxonism.36

While Whitman acclaimed the Anglo-Saxons for strength and 
courage, others looked at the expansion unrolling before their eyes and 
drew further conclusions about that strength. A careful discussion of 
American colonization in the American Whig Review concluded, “We 
thus see that the British North American colonies were settled almost 
exclusively by Anglo-Saxons, and their rapid progress was owing in a 
great degree to the energy and vigor peculiar to the race to which they 
belonged.”37 Such views can be used as a lens through which to interpret 
the blond patriarchal fisherman of “I Sing the Body Electric,” an image 
which would appeal instantly to popular conceptions of the Anglo-
Saxons idealized and utilized in literature throughout the nineteenth 
century.38 Drawing upon contemporary unease about the dwindling 
physical powers of white Americans,39 Whitman provides a figure who 
has already listened to Whitman’s injunction to cast aside books and to 
go outdoors. While some might argue that the figure of the robust negro 
at auction is an equalizing force for the image of the robust fisherman, 
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the negroes are alone and probably being torn from their families—while 
the fisherman sits enthroned among his hearty progeny. The promise 
of “nations” within the negro has already been fulfilled for the Anglo-
Saxon representative.

During and after the Civil War, it would be surprising if these views 
did not change. The exclusion of “Great Are the Myths” from Leaves of 
Grass after 1867 provides a dynamic case study for Whitman’s changing 
Anglo-Saxonism. In this, the last poem of the 1855 edition, Whitman ex-
tols the cosmic and the particular—from life and death to reformers and 
the international mail. Here, altruistic imperialism appears explicitly:

Great is the English speech . . . . What speech is so great as the English?
Great is the English brood . . . . What brood has so vast a destiny as the English?
It is the mother of the brood that must rule the earth with the new rule,
The new rule shall rule as the soul rules, and as the love and justice and equality that 

are in the soul rule.40

The greatness of the English speech, whether through its Anglo-Saxon 
stock or the engrafting of foreign languages, leads directly into the great-
ness of the race and its rule. The English produce the brood—presumably 
the Americans, if not the modern English—who will improve the world 
with their benevolent rule. This sounds like the Whitman of 1846, who 
wanted to give other men the chance to be “happy and good.” But al-
truistic imperialism is still imperialism.

As far as I can tell, there exists no documentation of Whitman’s rea-
sons for cutting the poem after 1867. Nevertheless, the revisions of 1867 
indicate a serious shift in Whitman’s thought. The antebellum optimism 
about “this age,” the “throes and triumphs and falls of democracy,” the 
reformers, and even “yourself and myself” has been deleted (LGVar 155). 
Most pessimistically, perhaps, the verse, “Great is the greatest nation . . . 
the nation of clusters of equal nations” has been omitted (LGVar 156). 
Glory in America as the greatest nation, along with its “marriage, com-
merce, newspapers, books, freetrade, railroads, steamers, international 
mails and telegraphs and exchanges,” is no longer possible postbellum 
(LGVar 158); however, in 1867, the “English brood” verse remains to 
establish potential for a resolutely unified future.

The excision of the poem after 1867 makes one wonder whether 
Whitman found the tone of the poem to be altogether too optimistic, 
even for a generally exuberant work like Leaves of Grass; had he wanted 
to excise the Anglo-American politics, the poem might have read like a 
paean to abstract ideals. Betsy Erkkila calls the conclusion an “affirmation 
that is declared rather than earned,”41 and as the specific affirmations 
are proved faulty, the greatness crumbles. She also finds that the poem 
fails because the “potentially divisive forces in self, nation and cosmos 
offer the least resistance to Whitman’s unifying act” (my italics, 118). 
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But the Anglo-Saxonism of the “English brood” verse offers a stupefy-
ing resistance to the unity of a diverse population. While not necessarily 
cause and effect, in the wake of the Civil War, this racial resistance to 
unity is deleted and, as Erkkila notes, never earned.

In contrast, the more complex politics of “By Blue Ontario’s Shore” 
gain in complexity from one version to the next. In its original 1856 ver-
sion, “Poem of Many In One,” an entire verse is devoted to the English 
language, echoing the 1855 Preface and describing English in typically 
hyperbolic Anglo-Saxonist terms:

Language-using controls the rest;
Wonderful is language!
Wondrous the English language, language of live men,
Language of ensemble, powerful language of resistance,
Language of a proud and melancholy stock, and of all who aspire,
Language of growth, faith, self-esteem, rudeness, justice, friendliness, amplitude, 

prudence, decision, exactitude, courage,
Language to well-nigh express the inexpressible,
Language for the modern, language for America. (LGVar 200)

“Ensemble” refers to the multiple linguistic origins, but the single 
“stock” that expresses rudeness, justice, friendliness sounds like previous 
descriptions of the Anglo-Saxon roots. Like most of Whitman’s other 
explicitly theoretical linguistic work, however, this passage comes from 
the mid-1850s. By 1860, the linguistic claim has been excised as the 
poem shifts to a more philosophical tone; perhaps Whitman’s language 
enthusiasm (as well as popular enthusiasm) had dwindled slightly, or 
else his Anglocentric enthusiasm seemed unsuitable for the direction 
that the poem was taking. In 1867, Whitman added a preface in which 
the writer sits by blue Ontario’s shore and a Phantom comes to exhort 
him to chant a poem of America. Interestingly, just as the greatness 
of the “throes and triumphs and falls of democracy” is deleted from 
“Great Are the Myths,” Whitman is told to chant a “song of the throes 
of Democracy” (LGVar 190). It is no longer assumed to be great, and 
the topic that was previously celebrated in passing or taken for granted 
becomes the topic of a lengthy poem.

American supremacy has not disappeared from “Ontario.” Ameri-
cans are a “breed whose testimony is behaviour” in 1856, but then 
Whitman changes to a more futuristic epithet: “a breed whose proof is 
in time and deeds”—perhaps again because of the focus on the throes 
of democracy, not its triumphs. America is celebrated in immense geo-
graphical and social detail, once again emphasizing America’s superiority, 
for “any period one nation must lead, / One land must be the promise 
and reliance of the future” (LGVar 191). One breed carrying the future 
sounds rather like the English brood that was supposed to rule with the 
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new rule, creating a possibly Anglo-Saxonist paean.
But after 1860, Whitman has also added both new vocabulary and 

new ideas which actively contradict the familiar strains of Anglo-Sax-
onism. The notion of “Libertad,” rather than Liberty, enters Whitman’s 
vocabulary over time; to give the crudest empirical idea of this change, 
“Libertad” appears three times in the 1860 Leaves of Grass, but nineteen 
times in 1867 and eighteen times in 1881.42 In 1867, a verse on “Lib-
ertad, from the conqueress’ field return’d,” enters “Ontario,” providing 
what Michael Moon reads as a destabilization of political (and gendered) 
powers.43 Whitman, for all his interest in non-Anglo-Saxon-derived 
words, was hardly likely to use a Spanish word in the immediate wake 
of the Mexican War and all the accompanying devaluation (including his 
own) of Spanish-derived culture. But by 1881, Libertad gains a primary 
importance in the text; in the Phantom’s exhortation, the poet is told to 
“strike up the marches of Libertad” (LGVar 190). Over time, Whitman 
apparently moved away from Anglo-Saxonist language experiments. In 
the twelfth ramble of Rambles among Words (1864), thought to have been 
co-authored by Whitman and William Swinton, the speaker disclaims 
such projects as unworthy and ridiculous: “The theory of English scholars 
and literateurs, for hundreds of years, has been the theory of repression. 
They have discouraged and cramped the spontaneous expansions of 
the Language—discouraged inoculations from the French, from Latin, 
Greek, Italian. What pitiful cant, too, does one hear every day about 
Saxon! as though it were not the very theory of the English language—
the very genius and animus of it—to take its food from all sources! This 
ridiculous nonsense is to be utterly dismissed.”44 I take the “pitiful cant” 
to refer to those contemporary scholars who wished to purify the English 
language down to its Anglo-Saxon elements.

As foreign words gain importance, Whitman’s language politics 
mirror the racial politics of his 1883 letter to Santa Fé, which acknowl-
edged the importance of Spanish contributions to America. In this letter, 
published as “The Spanish Element in Our Nationality,” he declares:

We Americans have yet to really learn our own antecedents, and sort them, to unify them. 
They will be found ampler than has been supposed, and in widely different sources. 
Thus far, impress’d by New England writers and schoolmasters, we tacitly abandon 
ourselves to the notion that our United States have been fashion’d from the British Is-
lands only, and essentially form a second England only—which is a very great mistake. 
Many leading traits for our future national personality, and some of the best ones, will 
certainly prove to have originated from other than British stock. . . . To that composite 
American identity of the future, Spanish character will supply some of the most needed 
parts. (PW 552-553)

Anglo-Saxon stock provides pluck, courage, and the words of friend-
ship and strength; if foreign stock provides the words of specialization 
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or subtlety, it seems a fair assumption that Whitman values the more 
specialized qualities of the Spanish (among others). His attitude com-
pares interestingly with that of a writer in the National Era, in an article 
entitled “Races of Men”:

We do not know, or care to know, the precise relative proportions of Celtic, Anglo-Saxon, 
Norman, Teutonic, Indian, and Ethiopian elements that enter into the composition of 
that complex being, an American: all we know is, that he is neither English, Irish, Ger-
man, Turk, African, nor Indian, but an American . . . We are not a mongrel People, not 
a confederation of many races . . . we are one People, a homogeneous people, with one 
name, one language, one creed in politics, one political system. We are Americans; our 
language is American; our political creed is American; our government is American . . . 
But if the question be asked, to what People we are most nearly related, by our institu-
tions, our language, our literature, our religion, our social usages and industrial pursuits 
. . . [we] must reply, the English.45

This writer’s racial theories sound like Whitman’s early linguistic theories; 
he deliberately foregrounds the English stock even while stressing the 
importance of diversity to the American identity. Apparently, very similar 
content could be very differently theorized. In yet another Era article, the 
writer stressed the Englishness far over the diversity, going so far as to link 
national interests: “So far as race is concerned, it is England in another 
latitude and longitude; the identity is not to be mistaken; the language, 
the literature, the habits, the modes of thinking, and the interests, are not 
severable.”46 One assumes that writers being published in the foremost 
abolitionist magazine must be against slavery and proponents of some 
degree of racial equality. But this does not stop any of them from valuing 
the Anglo-Saxon heritage that links England and America; many of the 
contemporary articles glory in the expansion of the Anglo-Saxon race, 
and their heritage of freedom. England and America are even described 
as sharing the unfortunate similarity of committing two major violations 
against freedom: Indians and black slaves for America, and Ireland and 
British India for England.47

Whitman’s dynamic Anglo-Saxonism can also be followed in the 
changes of his treatment of American commercial superiority. In both 
“Salut Au Monde!,” first published in 1856,48 and “Passage to India,” 
first published in 1871, Whitman sees the world connected by technol-
ogy, particularly railroads and telegraph wires. This expansion of Western 
technology spreads the “news of the wars, deaths, losses, gains, passions, 
of my race. . . . I see the constructiveness of my race, / I see the results 
of the perseverance and industry of my race” (LGVar 167, 172).49 The 
“I” refers to Walt Whitman, who is asked, “What do you see Walt Whit-
man?” Answering for himself, one could argue that Walt Whitman is 
referring to “[his] race” as America, as the universal race of man, or as 
the Anglo-Saxon race. But his language borrows from the popular rheto-
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ric of industry and Anglo-Saxonism. Referring to the commonly valued 
qualities of the Anglo-Saxons—constructiveness, wars, industry—could 
signal to the contemporary reader that the Whitman speaking in the 
poem was upholding Anglo-Saxon supremacy in familiar fashion over 
all the races that he sees and salutes. The speaker finds not only “equals 
and lovers” but those who “will come forward in due time to my side,” 
like those “own’d persons dropping sweat-drops or blood-drops,” the 
slaves of the world (LGVar 174). As he makes his salutation “in America’s 
name,” he salutes on behalf of the dominant Anglo-Saxon race of which 
he is a member.

But Whitman also later vehemently opposed the Anglo-Saxon exper-
tise in commerce. In “Death of Longfellow” (1882), Whitman claimed, 
“He is certainly the sort of bard and counteractant most needed for our 
materialistic, self-assertive, money-worshipping, Anglo-Saxon races,” 
juxtaposing Longfellow’s “melody, courtesy, deference” and use of the 
mellow past to the present rule of the “financier, the politician and the 
day workman” (PW 285). Likewise, his turn against imperialism seen 
in Democratic Vistas (1871) works against the use of Anglo-Saxonist 
rhetoric.50

In condemning commerce, Whitman was opposing a definite if 
somewhat troubled source of unity for the two Anglo-Saxon countries. 
Some felt that the unity was emphasized to the detriment of American 
business. The American Whig Review complained, “[T]here is no occasion 
to . . . refuse to acknowledge our common origin as a nation with that 
Anglo-Saxon people, against whom we have contended in two wars for 
independence, but who still hold us in commercial subjection, in con-
sequence of our false system of legislation; which, contrary to the spirit 
of our Anglo-Saxon ancestors, refuses to protect our own industry.”51 
However, a National Era correspondent supposedly from London seemed 
to feel that America was protecting itself far too strongly, through high 
import duties and port charges, and thereby causing rifts. According to 
him, “The evil results are immense; for these wretched bickerings actually 
retard the principle of progress throughout the continent of Europe, and, 
to that extent, frustrate the sacred mission of the Anglo-Saxon race.”52 
Both writers consider the “common origin” of America and England to 
be undeniable, and both countries clearly have thriving business practices 
which conflict with each other but dominate the rest of the world. The 
“bickering” clearly had gone far enough to provoke Whitman into writ-
ing the two “Anglo-Saxon races” off as “money-worshipping.” By this 
time, he had also written the letter to Santa Fé, citing the importance 
of the Spanish character. Whether Whitman’s views had mellowed with 
time and the Civil War is difficult to prove, but certainly, his later works 
seem to indicate that such was the case.

These fine considerations of Anglo-Saxonism rest on the central 
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question of racialization and racism; had the self-declared poet of slaves 
ultimately resisted Anglo-Saxon racial supremacy? In Whitman’s cor-
pus, it is resisted by his acclamation of the American race as diverse, 
the “race of races.” In the “Song of the Answerer,” an American walks 
the world taking on different racial identities, chameleon-like. “The 
English believe he comes of their English stock, / A Jew to the Jew he 
seems . . . . a Russ to the Russ . . . . usual and near . . . removed from 
none” (LGVar 140). His adaptability lasts throughout all the editions 
of Leaves of Grass. But even as a “race of races,” many contemporaries 
maintained that Americans were still Anglo-Saxon at heart, assimilating 
other nationalities. The American Whig Review proudly asserted that the 
“ready adoption by the various masses [of peoples] of the Anglo-Saxon 
language” indicated that the influx of immigrants would not change 
the essentially Anglo-Saxon character of America. Instead, “it should 
be the duty of all true Americans to discourage the separate action and 
trans-atlantic attachments and associations of the foreigners who come 
to reside among us; and to impress upon them the truth, that as all meet 
here on equal ground, so all distinctions of race should here be lost sight 
of, and all denizens, from whatever land or clime, should be anxious to be 
known in this republic only by the common name of Americans.”53 The 
racial assimilation paralleled the theory of development of the language, 
which took its foreign “food” or “contributions” but still remained the 
English language, though Americans would use it better. Whatever Whit-
man actually meant when he referred to a “race of races” (LG 711) or 
“nation of clusters of equal nations” (LGVar 156) in 1855, it was not 
clearly a contradiction of these views.

In “By Blue Ontario’s Shore,” the narrator moves past the concep-
tion of race and nation as the most important units of measurement and 
says, “I swear I begin to see the meaning of these things, / It is not the 
earth, it is not America who is so great, / It is I who am great or to be 
great, it is you, or any one . . . I swear nothing is good to me now that 
ignores individuals” (LGVar 206). The individual’s capacity, rather than 
the talents of the race, become for Whitman the foundation of future 
thought. A flicker of the former racialized thinking appears when the 
speaker says, “I swear I will have each quality of my race in myself, / (Talk 
as you like, he only suits these States whose manners favor the audacity 
and sublime turbulence of the States),” which entertains no possibility 
of variety in “manners” (LGVar 206-207). The possibility of having an 
individual embody the qualities of the race produces a vision of the fu-
ture which is not negotiated by the idea of race; one must trust to some 
of Whitman’s other politics of equality to ensure that non-Anglo-Saxon 
individuals can embody the qualities of “the race,” perhaps the mingled 
American race of races.

Though individualism may seem like an invigorating alternative 
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to Anglo-Saxonism, even individualism is complicit with imperialism 
for Walter Grünzweig. He argues, “‘An empire is an immense egotism,’ 
Emerson complains accusingly, but would his protégé Walt Whitman 
have worried about this a great deal? It is, after all, precisely a version of 
egotism, both of the self and his nation, which Whitman celebrates and 
which shows that the American empire, far from the exceptionalist claim 
made for it by its early revisionist propagandists, is not so far from the 
British version after all.”54 Behdad and Phillips, too, are troubled in very 
different ways by the connection between individuals and the collective, 
the seeming ability of the individualistic philosophy of self-improvement 
to empower expansionism (Behdad) or eugenics (Phillips). But the ego-
tism of the nation cannot be conflated with the egotism of the self; indeed, 
the struggle of the individual’s rights against the national government’s 
power was a fundamental problem in early American politics.55 America, 
as Whitman says, makes its “compact with individuals.” Whitman’s in-
dividualism explicitly combats the control of race, nation, or any other 
grouping—though rather than triumphing in any concrete way, it circles 
back to the problem of defining the American individual.

Whitman’s attempts at celebrating his America were fraught with the 
contemporary discourse about America’s Anglo-Saxon descent, as well 
as his own early Anglo-Saxonism and racism. Even egalitarian speakers 
in the nineteenth century fell into the trap of racism, led by their own 
earnest belief in the Anglo-Saxon destiny. Christianity might “[exclude] 
all conventionalism, and [dethrone] the aristocracy of class and birth, of 
skin and color,”56 but it rested with the demonstrably superior Anglo-
Saxon race to make all men “happy and good.” Anglo-Saxonism was so 
prevalent that even celebrations of America that did not refer explicitly 
to its Saxon roots could provoke the same reader reaction. Seemingly 
apolitical philology blended into discussions of hereditary racial traits, 
and from there, soon moved towards Anglo-Saxonist imperialism. While 
Whitman’s celebration of the individual could push against the limits 
of Anglo-Saxonist discourse, that resistance is complicated by the in-
dividual’s inheritance of racial traits. Still, Whitman’s changing views 
on language and Anglo-Saxonist politics over time demonstrate the 
relationship of one thinker to the complicated discourse of his time. As 
“an uncanny survivor and a piteous casualty of the ravages of the Civil 
War,”57 Whitman’s complication of the justifications for imperialism was 
a prophetic voice in the wilderness of the increasingly Anglo-Saxonist 
and imperialist discourse of late nineteenth-century America.

Northwestern University
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Walt Whitman and the Trimbles:  
New Zealand, the First Concordance 
of Leaves of Grass, and the Dunedin 

Public Library

Joel Myerson

I first became aware of the Dunedin Public Library’s superb Trimble 
Collection of Walt Whitman when I read Betty Randle’s 1975 catalogue 
of it in 1989, while working on my bibliography of Whitman’s writings.1 
My wife and I were about to take the first of our many trips to New 
Zealand that year, and I thought that I could spend an hour or two at 
the Trimble Collection to see if any books were of interest. The couple 
hours turned into a full day and a number of the books I examined ap-
pear in my bibliography with the Dunedin Public Library listed as the 
only known location for them among the some thirty libraries that I vis-
ited, including all the major American ones, and institutions in Canada, 
Scotland, Ireland, and England. Indeed, there are a few works that are 
still unique—I have yet to see another copy of them. The story of the 
people responsible for this collection—as well as for the first complete 
concordance to Whitman’s writings—is a fascinating one of Kiwi-Anglo-
American connections.2

William Heywood Trimble was born near Liverpool, England, on 
January 21, 1860.3 He was the son of Robert Trimble, who emigrated 
to New Plymouth, New Zealand, in 1875 because of pressing money 
problems at home. Although his father was never financially success-
ful, he served in Parliament representing Taranaki (1879-1887), was 
appointed a judge, and in one obituary was referred to as “Colonel 
Trimble,” a “North Island pioneer.” William placed third in the nation 
in the Junior Civil Service Examination and joined the Land Office. 
He married Henrietta (Hetty) Penn in July 1885, and in January 1887 
they had their first and only child, Dorothy. Much of Trimble’s early 
career was spent in public service, first in New Plymouth, Wellington, 
and Gisborne, and then, in 1898, Dunedin. His wife died in 1897 and 
he married Annie Eliza Nelson in Dunedin in May 1899. By November 
1901 he transferred to the new Department of Roads, but in 1909 he 
was made redundant.
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Trimble must have had book-
ish leanings, not just because he 
did so well in the Civil Service 
Examination, but because after 
leaving the Department of Roads 
he opened a book shop in Dune-
din. One year later, in 1910, he 
became Librarian of the Hocken 
Library (now at the University of 
Otago), formed by a local doctor, 
Thomas Morland Hocken, for the 
stated purpose of “the acquisition 
of books, newspapers, maps, pam-
phlets, photographs, pictures and 
artifacts relating to New Zealand, 
the Pacific and early Australia.”4 
His wife Annie wrote seven ar-
ticles on the collections for the 
Dunedin Evening Star in 1910,5 
but, sadly, she died the following 
year. Trimble prepared a catalogue 
of the Hocken Library and, upon 
its publication in 1912, his appointment ended.6 He established his own 
second-hand book store, using his books (except, of course, the Whit-
man items), as his first stock;7 then he worked in Driver’s and Newbold’s 
bookshops, and later at the Otekaike Boys’ Home. William Heywood 
Trimble died on July 12, 1927. Dorothy, by now Mrs. J. W. Stewart, was 
responsible for the Trimble Collection coming to the Dunedin Public 
Library. Her death in 1974 at age eighty-seven brought to a close nearly 
eighty years of the Trimbles’ involvement with Whitman and Dunedin.

There is nothing in Trimble’s background to suggest a particular 
interest in Whitman, though much to indicate his love of learning; 
indeed, one obituary commented that “his scholarship was wide and 
systematic.”8 His work at the Hocken Library led to the 1912 Catalogue 
and a small self-published pamphlet, Dr Hocken and His Historical Col-
lection, but Trimble’s only other documented literary interest seems to 
have been William Shakespeare, about whom he self-published two small 
pamphlets, Notes from a Lecture on Shakespeare and the Merchant of Venice 
and Shakespeare’s Ancient Pistol.9 Fortunately, he himself has told the 
story of how he first came upon Whitman’s writings:

One day, towards the end of 1896, a friend gave me Stead’s Penny Poet selection from 
Leaves of Grass.10 He asked: What do you think of this? I replied: Oh, Whitman, but 
Whitman couldn’t write poetry. He responded: Well, promise me you will read this: then 
tell me what you think of it. I read the booklet through, carefully and conscientiously, 
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several times, but failed to derive any satisfaction from it. Rhyme? Very scarce. Meters? 
None whatever. Rhythm? Imperceptible. And no sense either. I could find nothing but a 
mere barbarous jangle of words. But a few weeks later, when returning the little volume 
to its place, I happened to open it at random, perhaps with something of the carelessness 
of dislike, and caught sight of this line: “And the running blackberry would adorn the 
parlors of heaven.” This line, to some extent, gave me a key to Whitman’s writings.11 

Later, as his daughter tells the story, he “bought the Chatto & Windus 
selection, then the Canterbury Poets selection. In 1897 he bought a bi-
ography of the poet and this was the modest beginning of this Trimble 
Collection which he brought with him to Dunedin in 1898.”12

Having once discovered Whitman, though, Trimble devoted himself 
to the poet’s cause. He lectured “almost extempore” on Whitman be-
fore the Gisborne Mutual Improvement Society in May 1897 and was 
“well received (with—of course—some vile abuse),” and for an hour on 
Leaves of Grass before the Theosophical Society in Dunedin on January 
22, 1899, where, according to a report, he described the book as “one of 
the most original literary performances of the nineteenth century,” and 
called Whitman “one of the most remarkable individualities the present 
age has produced.”13 As the new century opened, he began publishing 
on Whitman, usually articles defending the poet from his attackers, 
such as in a letter he wrote Havelock Ellis complaining of his picture of 
Whitman: “I cannot understand how any sane reader of Whitman would 
glorify him as an invert.”14

In the winter of 1903 Trimble gave a series of three lectures on 
Whitman, which he collected and published in 1905 as Walt Whitman 
and Leaves of Grass.15 In one hundred pages, Trimble attempted a fair 
assessment of Whitman’s major work, one that recognized the poet’s 
originality as well as some of his faults. He found three major themes 
in Leaves—“Human Freedom,” “Human Brotherhood,” and “Death 
and Immortality” (24)—which contributed to Trimble’s belief that “all 
[Whitman] asks of man is that he realise his own inherent nobleness” 
(49). Trimble praised Whitman for breaking new ground in literature: 
“In his style of writing Whitman had little or nothing in common with 
either contemporary poets or those of previous times; for he abandoned 
the time-honoured customs of rhyme and metre, leaving his works to 
find their own rhythm” (18). Nevertheless, there are problems with 
Whitman’s style:

 I n his manner Whitman is occasionally obscure; in much of his earlier work there is an 
arrogant, even insolent, note, which the reader is apt to find rather irritating; and in some 
of his poems he inserted long catalogues of occupations, articles, and so forth, which 
are rather trying to the reader’s patience. Also, he frequently uses uncouth expressions; 
and at times he even goes so far as to manufacture words. . . .

Whitman’s punctuation, also, is open to hostile criticism; he evidently had but a faint 
conception of the use and value of the semicolon; his perpetual commas lead the reader 
into confusion, and add to the difficulty of getting at his meanings; and his use of the 
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parenthesis is much too frequent. His inspiration was intermittent; and often, in attempt-
ing to be forcible in his language, he only succeeded in being feeble. (20-21)

The book was well-received, being favorably reviewed (“a skilful and 
generous” work) by Horace Traubel and the Irish writer Edward Dowden, 
who called the book “not only sympathetic but sane.”16 

All of this brought Trimble a degree of regional fame. He corre-
sponded about Whitman with the Australian writer Bernard O’Dowd for 
a number of years.17 Both Trimbles corresponded with many of the major 
Whitman collectors of the time, including Traubel, who wrote Trimble 
that his book made him “feel somehow as if I was shaking hands with 
you around the globe.”18 And in 1915, when tributes to Whitman were 
solicited from the best-known Whitman scholars and collectors in the 
world for publication in a book, both Annie and William Trimble were 
asked to and did contribute.19 

Annie Trimble herself wrote Walt Whitman and Mental Science, a 
fifteen-page pamphlet published in 1911, in which she “asks” Whitman 
questions about such topics as personality, death, egotism, and unity, and 
he “replies” by using quotations from his writings.20 In 1912, William 
self-published a catalogue of his Whitman collection, a thirty-six-page 
pamphlet listing copies of Whitman’s writings, as well as newspaper and 
magazine articles, books, and chapters in books about him.21 It was dedi-
cated to Edwin James Brady, an Australian journalist and poet, whose 
copy bears his notation that the book’s author was a “remarkably bookish 
man and a pleasing critical writer”; moreover, as “a profound admirer of 
Whitman,” he had “done the spirit of the Great American justice—with 
understanding—in his little volume.”22 And for the centenary celebra-
tion of Whitman’s birth in 1919, William wrote an appreciation in the 
Dunedin Evening Star, in which he said that to “adequately criticise 
Whitman appears to be extremely difficult” because it “seems almost 
impossible to avoid trespassing into extravagant praise on the one hand 
or futile depreciation on the other.” His conclusion is prescient: “The 
most valuable criticism of Walt Whitman’s work should appear in 1955, 
the centennial of the first issue of ‘Leaves of Grass,’ which are as yet but 
64 years old. The world will then judge how they have stood the test of 
time, or, as Walt himself wrote: Whether we shall be victorious or utterly 
quell’d and defeated.”23

Together, Annie and William Trimble are best known for their con-
cordance to Leaves of Grass.24 In fact, their house in Dunedin was called 
“Concord” for these reasons: there was no discord there, they wished to 
affectionately remember the Concord circle of authors (and especially 
Bronson Alcott), and they were always concording. The story of how 
this concordance was produced is a tale of dedication and, ultimately, 
desire thwarted.
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William began concording Whitman in 1903 or 1904 and, after 
several false starts ending when he consigned his papers to the fire, he 
had about eighty pages completed. In 1904, he wrote Whitman’s biog-
rapher William Sloan Kennedy that he was working on the concordance. 
Kennedy conveyed this information to Isaac Hull Platt, who had just 
published a book on Whitman.25 Platt replied that he had completed 
about one hundred pages of his own concordance,26 which, in turn, 
caused Trimble to yet again burn what he had compiled. Platt and 
Trimble agreed to work together, Platt continuing on from the front, 
and Trimble working backwards from the end, the two eventually meet-
ing somewhere in the middle. Trimble was not at all happy with this 
arrangement, though, for he considered the first part of Leaves far more 
interesting and universal than the latter part, which he thought more 
personal. Annie joined the project and when they reached the middle of 
the book, they wrote Platt of their success. But Platt responded that he 
had been unable to go beyond the pages he had already concorded, and 
he asked the Trimbles to finish the work on their own. In a few weeks, 
he shipped off forty or fifty pounds of materials, including some three 
cubic feet of notes, telling the Trimbles that they “should have the whole 
credit of the work” because all he cared about was to “see it done.”27 The 
Trimbles added this to what they had already completed, and finished 
the remaining pages themselves, concluding this portion of the work in 
January 1907.

Work on the concordance was painstaking, in part because it printed 
not just the location of the word concorded, but also the full line in 
which it appeared. In doing this by hand, a sheet of paper was used for 
each line of verse, with the letters of the alphabet printed in a column 
on the left and the words in that line of verse listed next to the letters 
with which they began. These words (and the line in which they appear) 
were then transferred to sheets of paper on which previous occurrences 
of the word had been written. That is, a line of verse with eleven terms 
to be concorded required that line to be written twelve times, once on 
the initial index sheet and then eleven more times when entered on the 
individual word sheets. (This took a lot of paper, and Annie remarked 
that their monthly bills for paper were at least five times as large as their 
butcher’s bills; and once, when she told this to a friend, to Annie’s sur-
prise, her friend’s “horror was so voluble and overwhelming that there 
was no opportunity to explain that we were vegetarians, though not of 
the bigoted variety.”) The typing of the concordance from handwritten 
notes remained, and this was done off-and-on for another two years until, 
finally, on May 31, 1909—coincidentally, Whitman’s birthday—Annie 
Trimble, in her husband’s words, “‘drove the last spike,’ by typing the 
figure 8.” 

The resulting concordance was numerically impressive, as William 
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made clear. As appropriate to someone who had been employed by the 
Department of Roads, he summarized the task in a series of daunting 
statistics: the notes occupied five cubic feet; the typed copy took up 1,333 
pages; there are 61,201 entries in the concordance; and 13,447 separate 
words were concorded, of which 6,978 were used only once.

In July 1909 Trimble sent a typed copy of the concordance to Platt, 
who shared it with Traubel. Another of Whitman’s literary executors, 
Thomas Harned, took over the “business end of the thing,” unsuccess-
fully approached D. Appleton and Company, publishers of many works 
by Whitman, and, finally, suggested publishing by subscription.28 But 
matters began to fall apart when Harned withdrew, possibly, according to 
Platt, out of pique because he had not been approached first by Trimble; 
still, Platt had put together $750: $400 from the Carnegie Institution of 
Washington, $100 from himself, and $250 from anonymous donors.29 
Platt’s increasing ill health (he would die in August 1912) kept him from 
further promoting the concordance, and at some point he approached 
the great Toronto Whitman collector Henry S. Saunders. 

Saunders and Trimble were soon engaged in a spirited correspon-
dence about the concordance and how best to get it published.30 After 
Saunders received the concordance from Platt’s widow on November 13, 
1912, he began thinking about publishers, including Mitchell Kennerley 
(who would publish Prose Works and Leaves of Grass in 1914). Traubel 
approached Kennerley, but apparently never received an answer. Traubel 
was concerned, though, because he thought it “a big and costly job” that 
would have to be done “for some other than a market reason,” and he 
proposed publishing by subscription.31 The British publisher J. M. Dent 
also passed on it.32 Remembering that Platt had obtained money from 
the Carnegie Institution, Saunders tried as well, but he was rebuffed 
twice, in 1915 because they had just funded concordances for Keats and 
Spencer, and in 1919 because the war had left the group in a “straitened 
financial condition.”33 Most of their remaining correspondence deals 
with Whitman matters in general, or personal discussions, not with the 
concordance.

Soon after 1930, when Saunders sold his collection to Brown 
University,34 he must have approached Brown about publishing the con-
cordance, because in 1932 he thanked the Trimbles’ daughter, Dorothy 
Stewart, for granting him permission to print it “without royalties.”35 The 
people at Brown tried to work the concordance into shape for publica-
tion but, as Henry B. Van Hoesen, the Brown librarian, wrote Stewart in 
1946, there was no one on their staff able “to do the necessary reworking 
of the manuscript for publication,” nor was there money in hand to do 
the publication if the work could be done.36 (In fact, Gay Wilson Allen 
later wrote Stewart that Brown was “about to employ” him to check over 
the concordance but the negotiations fell through because they said they 
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could not get the needed funds to publish it.)37 Van Hoesen had heard 
about a similar project underway at the University of Washington, and 
wrote a colleague there, who passed his letter on to Edwin Harold Eby 
in the English department. Eby wrote Van Hoesen that he had known 
about the Trimbles’ concordance “for a long time” but was unable to 
find anyone who could tell him its contents, plans for publication, or 
even location, so in 1932 he began one of his own. He considered his 
work more complete and, besides, approximately one-third of his con-
cordance was already in galley proof.38 Eby did offer to let Stewart write 
a brief account (“500 words”) of the history of her parents’ work that he 
would be “glad” to incorporate into the acknowledgments.39 Van Hoesen 
passed copies of all this correspondence on to Stewart, who apparently 
declined to write anything, for when Eby’s concordance began appear-
ing in 1949, the only mention of the Trimbles’ work was a seventy-three 
word reference to it in the “Preface.”40

If Annie and William Trimble had no luck in placing their concor-
dance, then they were extremely fortunate in the disposition of their 
Whitman collection. Surprisingly, there was no mention of the collection 
made in William’s will.41 Dorothy Stewart approached city librarian W. 
B. McEwan in 1927, who wrote a “Minute Paper” about how Stewart 
had “intimated” that the collection would go to the public library, and 
that she intended to assist in keeping the collection up to date by adding 
“any new books on the subject.” McEwan described it as “a very fine 
gift to the Library,” one containing “several very rare items,” and which, 
as a whole, represented “the endeavours of an enthusiast who had a full 
knowledge of his subject.” About Whitman, McEwan stated that “truly” 
he had “not yet come into his own, outside of America, but the day will 
surely come when he will be studied, not only for his poetry, but also 
for his philosophic outlook on life.”42 And on September 9, the Town 
formally accepted Stewart’s gift.43 

In the years to come the Trimble Collection was well regarded by 
the Dunedin Public Library and the world. In 1940, the great Whitman 
collector Mrs. Frank Julian Sprague mounted an exhibit at New York 
University, which included a copy of the Trimble Whitman catalogue 
to identify it as one of the world’s major collections.44 This assessment 
was reinforced the following year when the New York Times called the 
Whitman books assembled by Trimble “the largest and most important 
collection outside the United States.”45

As for Dorothy Stewart, she remained involved with Whitman and 
with the Trimble Collection long after the library took possession of her 
parents’ books.46 When, in 1941, she discovered that, for the first time, 
users would actually be able to check out books, she wrote to the mayor 
and city councillors to express her concern, now that the “Reference 
books are lent to the public,” and asked that the Trimble Collection be 
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restricted to “Reference only.” 
On October 17, the Town Clerk 
responded that they would be for 
library use only, and added: “We 
are very proud of this collection 
and are adding to it from year 
to year with a view to keeping 
it up-to-date.”47 Five years later, 
Stewart donated £125 in support 
of the Trimble collection.48 And in 
a 1958 directory of New Zealand 
book collectors, Stewart is listed 
as possessing a “Whitman collec-
tion of 48 volumes,” which she is 
“willing to exhibit . . . in her own 
home to those interested.”49 

The Dunedin Public Library 
has always treated the Trimble 
Collection as a jewel in its crown. 
To celebrate Whitman’s birthday 
in 1951, the library mounted an 
exhibition, and D. R. Grey, senior lecturer in philosophy at the Uni-
versity of Otago, and Dorothy Stewart made presentations.50 Similarly, 
the library held exhibits in 1955 and 1969 to celebrate the centenary of 
Leaves of Grass and the 150th anniversary of Whitman’s birth, respec-
tively.51 In the sesquicentennial year of Leaves of Grass, it mounted a 
major exhibition from the Trimble Collection at the University of Otago 
(see note 2). The library has kept the collection current by acquiring 
books by and about Whitman at a rate that would draw envy from most 
American university libraries.

Sadly, the Trimble Collection was assembled in a part of the world 
to which few outside people paid attention, especially the book collect-
ing and scholarly communities. Only one thin book and a single short 
article discuss Whitman’s reception down under, and they each cover 
Australia and New Zealand.52 The work of Gay Wilson Allen, who had 
corresponded with Stewart and who was much interested in Whitman’s 
reception abroad, is a case study of this problem. In his 1946 Walt Whit-
man Handbook, he says “no information is available on the reception of 
[Whitman] in . . . New Zealand—though . . . Mr. and Mrs. W. H. Trimble 
compiled a concordance of Leaves of Grass.” Eight years later he edited 
Walt Whitman Abroad, in which he merely states that Whitman had “en-
thusiastic friends in other parts of the British Empire” besides Great 
Britain itself, including the Trimbles, who had produced a concordance 
of Leaves described as “now in the Brown University Library.” After this, 
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the antipodean world disappears from the scholarly maps altogether: 
neither Allen’s 1975 The New Walt Whitman Handbook or 1995 Walt 
Whitman & The World contains anything about Whitman in Australia or 
New Zealand.53 This is an unfortunate conclusion to the tale of what 
the Otago Daily Times claimed in 1970 was “the largest collection [of 
Whitman] . . . in the Southern Hemisphere.”54

University of South Carolina, Columbia
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burgh Press, 1993).

2 I  returned to Dunedin in 2005 under the auspices of the Fulbright Senior Specialists 
program to work on this article and to curate an exhibit of materials from the Trimble 
Collection (see http://www.library.otago.ac.nz/exhibitions/walt_whitman/index.html). I 
am grateful to the Fulbright Commission for its support. Jean Strachan and especially 
Ian Stewart of the Dunedin Public Library provided valuable assistance in the prepara-
tion of this article.

3 U nless otherwise indicated, biographical information on the Trimbles comes from 
an obituary in the Otago Witness, July 19, 1927, and “Echoes of the Trimbles,” Flotsam 
and Jetsam: Newsletter of the Friends of the Hocken Collection, no. 15 (March 1997).

4  http://www.library.otago.ac.nz/libs/hocken/index.html (January 5, 2006).

5  Clippings of these are in the Trimble Collection.

6  Catalogue of the Hocken Library, Dunedin (Dunedin: Otago Daily Times and Witness 
Newspapers, 1912). Trimble resigned because of what he considered an “inadequate 
salary” of £200 per year (Hocken to Trimble, August 25, 1912). Unless otherwise noted, 
all manuscript and typescript materials are in the Dunedin Public Library.

7 H enry S. Saunders to Charles N. Elliot, November 22, 1913, carbon copy.

8  Otago Witness, July 19, 1927.

9  Dr Hocken and His Historical Collection (St. Leonards [Dunedin]: [privately printed], 
1926); Notes from a Lecture on Shakespeare and the Merchant of Venice ([Dunedin]: The 
Author, 1925); and Shakespeare’s Ancient Pistol ([Dunedin]: The Author, 1926).

10  Poems by Walt Whitman (London: “Review of Reviews” Office, [1895]) appeared in 
W. T. Stead’s The Penny Poets series. Copies of this book are in the Trimble Collection.

11  William H. Trimble, “Beginning my studies,” Conservator, 19 (June 1908), 53-54. 
Stead’s Penny Poets series is erroneously titled “Penny Post” and has been corrected here. 
The line is from “Song of Myself.” 

12 M rs. J. W. (Dorothy) Stewart, “Walt Whitman Lecture,” typescript, 1941, 13. The 
books referred to are Poems, ed. William Michael Rossetti (London: Chatto & Windus, 
1895), and Leaves of Grass: The Poems of Walt Whitman [Selected], ed. Ernest Rhys (London 
and Newcastle-on-Tyne: Walter Scott, 1886); copies of both are in the Trimble Collec-



29

tion. It is unclear which of the many biographies of Whitman published before 1898, 
most of which are in the Trimble Collection, is the one Trimble bought. 

13 T rimble to Horace Traubel, May 24, 1903, Library of Congress; Stewart provides 
the May 1897 date in an annotation on Trimble’s copy of the lecture; Otago Daily Times, 
January 23, 1899.

14 T rimble to Ellis, November 15, 1900, carbon copy. Ellis replied that “while person-
ally sympathising with all that you say,” he had “tried to hold the balance fairly” (January 
2, 1901, carbon copy). Also see, for example, “The Open Court and ‘Leaves of Grass,’” 
Open Court, 14 (July 1900), 439-440, and “Surplusage or Shortage?,” Conservator, 18 
(April 1907), 24. Another article is attributed to Trimble in a clipping: “Casca,” “Walt 
Whitman, Democrat,” New Zealand Woman & Home Magazine, 9, no. 1 (December 11, 
1922), 10-11.

15  Otago Daily Times, July 7, 1903. References to Walt Whitman and Leaves of Grass 
(London: Watts, 1905) will be given in the text. Stewart describes the genesis of the book 
as “a collection of lectures, which lack his great personal charm when merely printed. 
He used to lecture in Dunedin when I was a young girl, at a Progressive Society held 
in a small hall, on Sunday nights, and he always had a full house” (letter to Gay Wilson 
Allen, February 25, 1947, Gay Wilson Allen Papers, Duke University).

16 H orace Traubel, “Walt Whitman and Leaves of Grass,” Conservator, 16 (September 
1905), 107-108; letter to Trimble, October 9, 1907, in Letters of Edward Dowden and His 
Correspondents, [ed. Elizabeth Dickinson West Dowden and Hilda M. Dowden] (Lon-
don: J. M. Dent; New York: E. P. Dutton, 1914), 353. The Otago Daily Times wished all 
biographers had “the sympathy, intuition, and real knowledge” for their subjects that 
Trimble possessed (September 29, 1905).

17 A . L. McLeod, Walt Whitman in Australia and New Zealand: A Record of His Recep-
tion (Sydney: Wentworth Press, 1964), 16; see also the Trimble Collection for additional 
materials documenting this relationship.

18 T raubel to Trimble, September 4, 1905. William’s correspondence with Traubel is 
in the Horace and Annie Montgomerie Traubel Collection and Annie’s is in the Charles 
E. Feinberg Collection, both at the Library of Congress. He was also listed as one of 113 
subscribers to Traubel’s unsuccessful attempt to publish a facsimile of Whitman’s work-
ing copy of the 1860 Leaves, but, interestingly, Trimble himself wrote that he could not 
subscribe due to his “financial position” (Traubel, “A Leaves of Grass Reprint,” undated 
clipping from the Conservator, and see Myerson, Whitman: A Descriptive Bibliography, 
entry A 43, note 2; Trimble to Traubel, August 15, 1902, Library of Congress). Trimble 
did, though, become a regular subscriber to Traubel’s Conservator.

19  Charles N. Elliot, Walt Whitman as Man, Poet, and Friend: Being Autograph Pages 
from Many Pens (Boston: Richard G. Badger, 1915), 247-250. Elliot initially wrote on 
July 8, 1912, because the collector Henry S. Saunders recommended Trimble as “a 
most enthusiastic disciple of the Good Grey Poet” (for more on Saunders and Trimble, 
see below).

20  Walt Whitman and Mental Science (Melbourne: Specialty Press, 1911); according to 
Stewart, this was published posthumously (“Walt Whitman Lecture,” 9).

21  Catalogue of a Collection of Walt Whitman Literature (“Concord,” St. Leonard’s 
[Dunedin]: [The Author, 1912]). A receipt of May 31, 1912, shows that 150 copies 
were printed at Trimble’s expense. After receiving his own copy from Trimble, Dowden 
replied on June 17, 1912, that Trimble should send another copy of this “valuable guide 



30

to the subject” to the National Library of Ireland, which he did. The Trimble Collection 
has receipts from such booksellers as Goodspeed’s of Boston and Sotheran of London 
attesting to Trimble’s activities as a collector.

22  Quoted in McLeod, Walt Whitman in Australia and New Zealand, 17. Brady’s copy 
is in the Mitchell Library in Sydney.

23  Evening Star [Dunedin] (May 31, 1919), 3. Trimble also lectured on how Whitman 
anticipated Charles Darwin’s ideas on evolution and on “Henry Thoreau, Transcenden-
talist” (Otago Daily Times, May 31, 1908; Evening Star [Dunedin], July 10, 1915). In a 
1908 lecture, Trimble compared the two thus: “In the man on the street Whitman saw 
only a comrade and a possible hero, whereas Thoreau swept the crowd aside as a mass 
of political corruption” (“A Few Odd Books,” reported in Evening Star [Dunedin], 
September 9).

24 U nless otherwise noted, information about the concordance is drawn from A[nnie]. 
E. Trimble, “Concordance-Making in New Zealand,” Atlantic Monthly, 104 (September 
1909), 364-367, and William H. Trimble, “The making of a concordance,” Conservator, 
20 (November 1909), 133-135. Annie’s article was originally accepted by the Native 
Companion [Melbourne], which folded before publishing it (corrected proofs for this 
are in the Trimble Collection). A copy of William’s talk about concordance making, 
delivered October 12, 1909, before the Otago Institute, and highly derivative from An-
nie’s account, is in the Trimble Collection. Two copies of the concordance exist: in the 
Trimble Collection and in the Saunders Collection at Brown University.

25 I saac Hull Platt, Walt Whitman (Boston: Small, Maynard, 1904).

26  Platt to Trimble, December 18, 1903, carbon copy.

27  Platt to Trimble, February 28, 1906. He also told Trimble to “do what you can with 
it” and promised that “all the glory shall be yours” (Platt to Trimble, April 6, 1906).

28  Platt to Trimble, September 13, 1909 and October 12, 1909. 

29  Platt to Trimble, November 26, 1910.

30 T here are over one hundred letters from Saunders to Trimble in the Trimble Col-
lection, and nearly two hundred from Trimble to Saunders in the Saunders Collection 
at Brown. I thank Rosemary Cullen at Brown for her assistance.

31 S aunders to Trimble, April 9, 1913.

32 S aunders to Elliot, May 25, 1915, carbon copy.

33 S aunders to Trimble, July 16, 1915; R. S. Woodward to Saunders, [November 
1919], carbon copy. Woodward also noted the increases in printing costs as a factor: the 
Browning concordance they had priced at $30,000 in 1914 would now cost $50,000 
to produce.

34 S tewart, “Walt Whitman Lecture,” 11. Saunders discussed the history of the 
concordance in his remarks on May 18, 1932, when Brown formally acknowledged 
the collection (“A Gift of Unrivalled Whitmaniana,” Brown Alumni Monthly, 33 [July 
1932], 45-47).

35 S aunders to Stewart, August 31, 1932. Saunders may have had a soft spot for 
concording because he had considered doing one himself before being approached by 
Trimble (see Saunders to Trimble, May 1, 1911).



31

36  Van Hoesen to Stewart, July 17, 1946.

37 A llen to Stewart, January 19, 1947. 

38 E by’s concordance also included some prose writings and used a different text: 
rather than the 1896 McKay printing the Trimbles used, Eby employed The Complete 
Writings of Walt Whitman, 10 vols. (New York and London: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1902), 
which has the first book publication of numerous poems in the “Old Age Echoes” sec-
tion, the personal poems that Trimble so much disliked. In the copy the Trimbles used 
for concording (printing C 8.1.c

1
 in Myerson, Whitman: A Descriptive Bibliography, but 

rebound in cloth), the lines have been numbered, duplicate words on a line marked, and 
dates added to indicate where their work started and stopped (811.38.S.S.No. 2).

39 E by to Van Hoesen, July 29, 1946. 

40 I t appeared in five fascicles between 1949 and 1954, collected and reprinted as 
A Concordance to Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass and Selected Prose Writings, ed. Edwin 
Harold Eby (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1955). Stewart annotated an 
advertisement for Eby’s book in the September 6, 1958 Statesman as follows: “What a 
heart break to read this.”

41  “St Leonards House Was Home Of Noted Whitman Scholar,” Otago Daily Times 
(January 20, 1970), 10.

42  W. B. McEwan, August 25, 1927. 

43 T own Clerk to Stewart, September 9, 1927.

44 S tewart, “Walt Whitman Lecture,” 14 (and see Sprague to Stewart, November 29, 
1940). Sprague wrote Stewart on August 7, 1940, to obtain a copy of “this magnificent 
research work,” adding that she always mentioned “the great work of the Trimbles” in 
her many lectures on Whitman. 

45  Philip Brooks, “Notes on Rare Books,” New York Times (September 7, 1941), 98.

46 S he also extracted the documents relating to Whitman from the large collection of 
Trimble Family Papers (now at the Hocken Library) to ensure that the Dunedin Public 
Library received all the relevant materials.

47 S tewart to the mayor and city councillors, September 24, 1941; Town Clerk to 
Stewart, October 17, 1941.

48  Otago Daily Times, June 29, 1946.

49  A Roll of Book Collectors in New Zealand (Wellington: New Zealand Ex Libris and 
Booklovers Society, 1958), 32-33.

50  Otago Daily Times, June 1, 1951.

51  Otago Daily Times, July 2, 1955; unidentified clipping, June 7, 1969.

52 M cLeod, Walt Whitman in Australia and New Zealand, and Joseph Jones, “Emerson 
and Whitman ‘Down Under’: Their Reception in Australia and New Zealand,” Emerson 
Society Quarterly, no. 42 (First Quarter 1966), 35-46.

53  Gay Wilson Allen, Walt Whitman Handbook (Chicago: Packard, 1946), 536; Walt 
Whitman Abroad, ed. Allen (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1954), vii; Allen, The 
New Walt Whitman Handbook (New York: New York University Press, 1975); Walt Whitman 
& The World, ed. Allen and Ed Folsom (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1995). 

54  “St Leonards House Was Home Of Noted Whitman Scholar,” 10. 



32



33

notes

On the Back Cover: 
THE SESQUICENTENNIAL OF THE 1856 LEAVES OF GRASS: 
A DAGUERREOTYPE OF A WOMAN READER 

This year is the sesquicentennial of the second edition of Leaves of Grass, the 
1856 edition. A fitting way to recognize this anniversary is with the discovery 
of a daguerreotype of a young woman proudly displaying her then-new copy 
of Whitman’s book. This daguerreotype is from the collection of Donald Lewis 
Osborne, and it is reproduced on the back cover of this issue with Mr. Osborne’s 
kind permission.1 

Here we have a truly remarkable object: the first known image of a reader 
holding a book by Whitman. The fact that it’s a young woman, and the fact that 
she is holding the 1856 Leaves is doubly significant. The 1856 edition has been 
described as Whitman’s “women’s rights” edition, containing, among other 
relevant poems, the first printing of his “Poem of Procreation,” later known as 
“A Woman Waits for Me,” a poem viewed with derision by some recent feminist 
scholars but admired by early women’s rights activists, who saw it as treating sex 
with the openness necessary for the success of the women’s movement.2 But all 
the arguments about Whitman’s attitudes toward women in the 1856 Leaves fall 
silent in the face of this image, where we see a specific female reader embodied, 
holding in her very physical hands the actual book object itself. 

Whitman had radically changed the size of Leaves from the first edition to 
the second: from an oversize book whose pages appeared to be legal notices fit 
for posting, he created for this 1856 version a small devotional-sized book made 
to fit the hands and pockets—made, as this image so powerfully documents, to 
fit a young woman’s hands. We recall Whitman’s striking statement late in his life 
that “Leaves of Grass is essentially a woman’s book: the women do not know it, 
but every now and then a woman shows that she knows it.”3 Here is the actual 
physical evidence of such a woman, the look on her face showing she knows it. 
She holds the book upside down, front cover toward us, as if she has just put 
it on her lap for a minute to pause while reading it, maybe with her thumb still 
marking the page she was on. 

This image also becomes by far the earliest photograph of Leaves of Grass. 
While books were often used as props in early photographs, it is not common 
to find an image that so clearly features an identifiable book. I’m not aware 
of other photos of people holding Leaves until near the end of the nineteenth 
century. This, then, may be the only documented image of a Whitman reader 
during his lifetime. It is fitting that the woman is unnamed while the book is 
clearly titled, just like the frontispiece and title page of Leaves of Grass itself; if 
we were to open that book, of course, we’d find Whitman’s image, based on a 
daguerreotype, along with the title of his book but without an author’s name 
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on the title page. In that unintended but highly evocative way, this haunting 
image of the nameless woman reflects the book she holds in this mirror-image 
daguerreotype. Both the poet and the woman reader are unique individuals 
who, in some sense, represent us all.

This image was no doubt taken in or soon after 1856, at the end of the era 
of the daguerreotype. The book this nameless woman holds is, as all of Whit-
man’s books were, an object that the poet had a major hand in designing. We still 
have his careful draft drawings for the spine of this volume—perhaps the most 
significant spine in the history of the American book, with the first cover blurb 
in American literature, Emerson’s now-famous sentence from a private letter 
he sent to Whitman, one he never gave permission to have quoted: “I greet you 
at the beginning of a great career—R. W. Emerson.”4 This anonymous young 
female reader, in her eloquent silence, greets Whitman as well.

The University of Iowa	 Ed Folsom

NOTES

1 T he daguerreotype was first printed in Mark S. Johnson, ed., The Daguerreian Annual 
2000 (Pittsburgh: The Daguerreian Society, 2001), 167, with commentary by Osborne. 
The daguerreotype can now be accessed online at The Daguerreian Society website, in 
their NEA Research Database Project (http://www.daguerre.org/search.php); type in 
“Leaves of Grass” in the subject field on the search page.

2 S ee Sherry Ceniza, Walt Whitman and 19th-Century Women Reformers (Tuscaloosa: 
University of Alabama Press, 1998), 45, 128-130.

3  Horace Traubel, With Walt Whitman in Camden, 9 vols. (various publishers, 1905-
1996), 2:331.

4  For reproductions of Whitman’s sketches for the 1856 spine, see Joel Myerson, Walt 
Whitman: A Descriptive Bibliography (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1993), 27; 
and the back cover of the Walt Whitman Quarterly Review 4 (Fall/Winter 1986-1987).

The Uniform Hieroglyphic: A Contemporary Grapho-
logical Study of Whitman’s Signature

The branch of graphology that studies character by way of handwriting hit its 
stride as a “profession” in the latter part of the nineteenth century. Like other 
pseudo-sciences of the time, such as chirography, phrenology, and physiognomy, 
graphology reified abstract and culturally determined characteristics such as 
gender, sophistication, and strength, and inferred a necessary connection be-
tween these entities and arbitrary outward appearances. That is, graphology 
confirmed prejudice by way of “scientific objectivity.”1 Concerning the famous 
surgeon Mary E. Walker, for example, graphologist Felix de Salamanca wrote, 
“Her style is a forced and unnatural masquerade of the unfair sex.” Fellow gra-
phologist William T. Call shared this opinion of the doctor, and recommended 
Florence Nightingale, who “sets a good example in the quiet neatness of her 
signature.”2

Until now, only one graphological assessment of Whitman has been located. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the previously known assessment, by de Salamanca, 
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reflected Whitman’s mixed public opinion of the late 1870s and 1880s. De 
Salamanca professed that “Whitman’s chirography is not a pleasing nor an 
intellectual one as a rule, although at intervals . . . it is not without a certain 
grandeur.”3 I add one additional graphological assessment by Call. Since Call is 
a known (if minor) Whitmanian, his assessment, naturally, reflects his good opin-
ion of the poet. Ultimately, he abandons his own pretensions to read Whitman’s 
character graphologically, and defers to Buchanan’s exalted characterization of 
Whitman as a Christ-like American Socrates.4 Here is Call’s assessment, which 
originally appeared following a facsimile of Whitman’s signature:

Walt Whitman. This autograph is a genuine surprise. It is, indeed, entirely ordinary, 
not at all outlandish, and even tends downward—what! no ambition? Whence, then, 
those acrobatic, juggleristic, prestidigitatorial feats with language? Robert Buchanan, 
the Scotch-English critic, playwright, and poet (a good one in spots) rises to explain. He 
christens the “good, gray poet” of Camden (N. J.) the American Socrates, but greater, 
and likens him to the founder of Christianity. This modern Titan lives “in a land [N. J. is 
part of the U. S.] of which he will one day be known as the chief literary glory,” and he 
(Mr. B.) has seen “face to face the wisest and noblest, the most truly great of all literary 
men.” Of course it would be useless, and even sacrilegious, to attempt to dissect the 
great one’s sign-manual, for Mr. Buchanan is speaking for a coterie of latter-day poets 
and prophets.5 It is not out of place, however, to reproduce the words of one who has 
seen a real Whitman manuscript. “The handwriting is bold, rugged almost, as would 
be expected in one who aims at thought and truth, and disregards the means by which 
ordinary people do ordinary things. If he makes a mistake, he scratches it out or rubs it 
out with his finger. Having seized an idea he puts it down on anything at hand. A single 
page may represent brown, blue, and white paper and red and black ink, with some pencil 
marks.” In this light the above signature is useless to the character reader.

University of Texas of the Permian Basin	 Todd H. Richardson

NOTES

Thanks to Joel Myerson for alerting me to William Call’s graphological study.

1 S ee Stephen Jay Gould’s The Mismeasure of Man (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 
1981) for more on the fallacy of reification in nineteenth-century pseudo-science.

2 S ee Felix de Salamanca’s The Philosophy of Handwriting (London: Chatto & Windus, 
1879), 148, and William T. Call’s Remarkable Autographs with Notes on Indications of 
Character in Handwriting (New York: B. W. Dinmore & Co., 1887), 17 and 46.

3 	 De Salamanca, 149. This assessment is noted in Scott Giantvalley’s Walt Whitman, 
1839-1939: A Reference Guide (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1981), 46.

4 	 Call, 21. Call (1856-1917) also wrote A Plea for Shakespeare and Whitman (Brooklyn: 
W. T. Call, 1914).

5 	S ee Robert Buchanan, “The American Socrates,” in A Look Round Literature (London: 
Ward and Downey, 1887), 341-346. This is not the same text as the poem “Socrates in 
Camden, with a Look Round” (Academy 28 [August 15, 1885], 102-103). The “coterie” 
Call refers to in Buchanan’s article includes the “little band of English admirers headed 
by Mr. William Rossetti.”
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REVIEWS

Andrew Lawson. Walt Whitman and the Class Struggle. Iowa City: University of 
Iowa Press, 2006. 186 pp.

Andrew Lawson, senior lecturer in North American Literatures at Leeds Met-
ropolitan University, refutes a longstanding and cherished belief about Whit-
man that was started by the poet himself. Whitman, Lawson argues, was not 
“one of the roughs”; rather, he was lower middle class, as demonstrated by his 
political affiliations and the peculiar tensions of his diction in the first edition 
of Leaves of Grass. 

Part of the Iowa Whitman Series, Walt Whitman and the Class Struggle is a 
short and vigorous book, essentially an expansion of two scholarly articles with a 
compelling, detailed introduction and a brief postscript. Lawson’s larger project 
is a series of books on class identity in nineteenth-century American literature, 
focusing on Louisa May Alcott, William Dean Howells, Henry James, Stephen 
Crane, and Charles Chesnutt in addition to Whitman. 

In his introduction, Lawson argues that Whitman’s “class identity has 
been either assumed or ignored or fixed wide of the mark—and that, as a re-
sult, a great deal of what Whitman has to say about the institutions of culture 
and the politics of class has been missed, or else misinterpreted, by even the 
most ‘revisionary’ of his readers,” such as David Reynolds, Betsy Erkkila, and 
Christopher Beach (xiv). Unlike M. Wynn Thomas’s Whitman, who exists on 
the boundary between the working class and the lower middle class, Lawson’s 
Whitman belongs unambiguously “to the antebellum lower middle class: a class 
location more complex and indeterminate than that of the ‘proletarian’ and one 
that needs to be understood in its historical particularity” (xvi). 

To build his case, Lawson gives attention to the notable contradictions of 
the first Leaves: Whitman desires a mass audience, but his book is priced beyond 
the means of ordinary readers; the frontispiece depicts Whitman as a worker, 
but the book is bound for display on a Victorian parlor table. Moreover, if Whit-
man was so proletarian, why does he sprinkle Leaves with so much upper-crust 
language such as “equanimity,” “cartouches,” and “amies”? Of course, Whitman 
includes plenty of vernacular language too: “shuffle and breakdown,” “life is a 
suck and a sell,” as well as his notable denunciation of “foofoos.” But it seems 
like Whitman can’t make up his mind about whether he wants to speak to the 
people en masse or make a bid for membership in the Fireside Poets. 

Taking this tension as his starting point, Lawson sets out to address two 
problems: first, “deciding exactly what kind of political identity or persona 
Whitman presents and whether there is any slippage between persona and 
identity”; and, second, “the problem of the linguistic texture of Leaves of Grass 
and about the cultural politics of the antebellum period” (xiv). In short, what 
is the difference between the historic Whitman and the tough guy depicted in 
the frontispiece, how is this difference reflected by Whitman’s poetry and other 
writings, and how is all of this a reflection of the political and cultural currents 
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of the United States in the 1840s and 1850s? 
In chapter one, “Sex, Class, and Commerce,” Lawson shows how Whit-

man’s self-created publicity for the first Leaves presented him as an authentic, 
working-class American who stood in contrast to the refined people with curly 
locks and Anglophile pretensions who typically produced poetry. This dramatic 
persona invented by Whitman continued in authoritative literary histories such 
as F. O. Matthiessen’s influential American Renaissance (1941), and it made the 
imaginary Whitman easy to appropriate for a whole range of causes that the 
“not-too-damned radical” Whitman would never have supported wholeheart-
edly. Lawson takes a firm stand: just because Whitman says he is working-class 
does not make it so, and neither do all the proletarian sympathies of his disciples 
and their scholarly successors. Whitman may have known something about life 
in the factories at second hand, but, apart from his poetic posturing, Whitman 
was an artisan, an entrepreneur, and a literary professional with middle-class 
ambitions.

Lawson reviews the familiar shift in Whitman’s youth from an artisanal 
culture to a market economy, when an alienating wage system and cycles of 
unemployment replaced the more humane culture of apprenticeships in the 
building trades. Whitman’s “self-assertion and anxiety,” Lawson argues, “can 
be traced to the uncertain position of the lower middle class as it moves from 
agrarian folkways to the urban marketplace” (4). In this context, Whitman self-
consciously portrayed himself as a b’hoy. Of course, Whitman was not a b’hoy, 
though he had seen some of them in fact and fiction, and Lawson describes the 
b’hoy as found in contemporary journalism, memoirs, and stage representations, 
such as Benjamin A. Baker’s A Glance at New York (1848). Despite this romantic 
identification with the b’hoy, Lawson maintains Whitman always kept his “com-
mitment to lower-middle-class respectability, independence, and clean living” 
(11). He shows how Whitman’s affiliations with the Locofoco Democrats—and 
the social background that implied—meant he was too invested in the system to 
become a proletarian revolutionary. For the most part, Whitman was a laissez-
faire capitalist, a member of the “rising middle class” (17).

Notwithstanding the poet’s limitations from the perspective of labor, 
Lawson makes some radical claims for Whitman on the basis of “his sexual-
ized poetics” (17). Drawing on the discourses of sexual economy, specifically 
the drama of spermatic “hoarding and spending” described by G. J. Barker-
Benfield, Lawson describes how Whitman “wants to spend freely and receive 
the vast returns due to him,” even as he fears that to “spend is not to gain but 
to lose oneself” (18, 23). Yet “Whitman found a way out of these paradoxes” 
through “an eroticized class identity, based on an ideal of loving apprenticeship 
that maintains the lower-middle-class distinction of the honest artisan” (24). It 
was, perhaps, this erotically charged conception of working-class male mentor-
ship in the context of alienated labor that attracted disciples such as Edward 
Carpenter and Horace Traubel to Whitman in later years (though this topic is 
beyond the scope of Lawson’s study). 

For Lawson, Whitman is a “figure of liminality,” a writer who constructs 
a “fluid self” that is typical “among a lower middle class whose identities are 
dependent on both their limited resources and their own resourcefulness” 
(2). And Lawson’s segue into chapter two shows, remarkably, how the Boston 
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publishers Thayer and Eldridge may have been among the first responders to 
Whitman’s call. Their letter to the poet suggests a lower-middle-class fraternity 
that makes the third edition of Leaves seems all the more conspiratorial against 
literary elites, given how Whitman appeared in the frontispiece of their edition 
in 1860-1861. The lower-middle-class writer must walk the line between satire 
and selling out; he must remain true to his roots, while courting the favor of 
the affluent taste-makers. 

Chapter two, “The American 1848,” starts with an intensely close reading 
of the first several lines the 1855 Leaves. “The wager that I make here,” Lawson, 
writes, “is that a detailed explication of the stratified layers of language that 
comprise ‘Song of Myself ’ will force these conflicts into the light of day” (29). 
He notes the weird—but nearly invisible because familiar—juxtaposition of 
words such as “atom,” “soul,” and “loafe,” reflecting a mixture of science, Em-
erson, and street culture: just what one might expect from a lower-middle-class 
autodidact caught between ambition and populism. Lawson refutes critics who 
see linguistic mixture as presenting “an essentially harmonious democracy, a 
pluralist utopia” (33). “Song of Myself,” according to Lawson, “was written at 
an extraordinary pitch of loathing and expectation, of class hatred and cosmic 
optimism” (35). Whitman was no respecter of linguistic boundaries; the use 
of popular diction in the context of elite literary forms “became the stake in 
a conflict between a ruling merchant elite and its professional, middle-class 
challengers” (39). 

Lawson then turns his attention to race, showing how tensions in the 
slavery debate influenced Whitman when he was writing Leaves. Slavery, as 
Lawson points out, was not just a Southern economic system; it was sustained 
by Northern capital, much of it concentrated in New York City. Consequently, 
lower-middle-class Freesoilers like Whitman were agitating against local capital-
ists as well as distant slaveholders whom he regarded as enemies of freedom and 
opportunity for his class. Whitman’s “Song for Certain Congressmen” (1850), 
for example, attacks “dough-faces,” Northerners who kowtowed to slaveholders, 
in a manner that, like the examples Lawson provides from “Song of Myself,” 
violates conventional class boundaries in such lines as “we labor as they list.” 
In a memorable phrase, Lawson writes, “southwestern humor erects a kind of 
cordon sanitaire around popular speech,” but Whitman’s poetry—which does 
not enclose verbal transgressions within a respectable narrative voice—violates 
it, “flouting of the neoclassical standards of perspicuity, purity, and propriety—
and, by extension, the class rule of the elite responsible for their maintenance” 
(48-49). Nevertheless, such radical gestures are undermined for Lawson by 
Whitman’s commitment to American possibility: class struggle is not compat-
ible with nationalism and the doctrines of Manifest Destiny.

In chapter three, “The Class Struggle in Language,” Lawson presents 
Whitman, possibly inspired by Carlyle’s Sartar Resartus, as a satirist in the 
Menippean tradition, which involves the “‘shocking juxtaposition of irreconcil-
able opposites’” (63). In many respects, as Lawson shows, “Song of Myself” is 
derivative of the German Idealist writers who were available to Whitman. In the 
“Urge and urge and urge” sequence, for example, Whitman’s borrowing reaches 
a point of parodic imitation, particularly when these lofty ideas are followed 
by the images of trades: “plumb in the uprights,” and so on. In such passages, 
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Whitman laudably “exploits linguistic mixture for the purposes of social criti-
cism, bringing down the lofty and elevating the low” (64). 

Similarly, Larson identifies a possible source for some of the diction in the 
“twenty-eight young men” sequence of “Song of Myself” in George Thompson’s 
Boston: A Romance of City Life (1849), showing how Whitman’s portrait of an 
upper-class woman who observes the naked male swimmers from her window 
is a target of both sympathy and satire. Lawson’s take on “They do not think 
whom they souse with spray” proposes a new reading of the poem in tones of 
mockery of the isolated rich as well as empathy for their entrapment behind 
walls of propriety. Whitman’s mockery is compounded by the woman’s earthy 
“puff” so near to “the Latinity of ‘decline,” which is further “exacerbated by its 
inclusion in a mock-Augustan periphrasis” (69). It’s one among several compel-
ling instances of formalist and historicist readings in this book. 

From Whitman’s perspective, as Lawson shows, English was an ongoing 
battlefield between the old Anglo-Saxon (the language of freedom and common 
sense) and oppressive admixtures of Norman and Latin. But “Whitman occupies 
a linguistic middle ground that implies a median class location: the shifting and 
variable space of the middle class” (76). For Lawson, “Whitman hits his stride 
as a poetic innovator” in passages that include alternative words: “I chant a 
new chant of dilation or pride,” as well as “ducking and deprecating” (77). Of 
course, this accomplishment is not something to admire too uncritically. The 
hybridization of language does not mean the breakdown of class boundaries; it 
might mean exactly the opposite. 

It’s on this point that Lawson makes his strongest critique, arguing 
that previous critics of Whitman—and not just the disciples and blindered 
ideologues—misinterpret “the political salience of Whitman’s mixed style: all 
traces of class confrontation and tension are erased”; Whitman is all too often 
celebrated unambiguously as the poet of E Pluribus Unum (84). As Lawson 
observes in his introduction, literary critics often invoke Mikhail Bakhtin to 
make antebellum New York seem like a joyful carnival rather than an arena of 
“economic inequality and political conflict” (xix). 

In the context of the Astor Place Riots, Lawson argues, Whitman’s mixed 
use of language “doesn’t so much dissolve social boundaries as highlight them” 
(85). Lawson’s Whitman, ultimately, cannot decide whether to be on the side 
of labor or capital, and, as a result, he cannot commit to any kind of racial class 
politics: “All Whitman can offer is a moral exhortation to employers to be more 
generous” (88). Whitman, then, is a poseur, who “never established links with 
the shirtless Democracy” (95). Invoking Sacvan Bercovitch, Lawson regards 
Whitman’s “rhetoric of affirmation” as jeremidic discourse, converting decline 
in the present into aspiration for the future grounded in American nationalism 
(95). Whitman was “fractured by the struggle to reconcile national identity and 
class division” (98). “Small wonder, then,” Lawson laments comically, “that 
Whitman should end by imagining his own organic decomposition” (98). 

“Admittedly,” Lawson writes, “I end up with an altogether darker, more 
conflicted Whitman than the one we have been used to dealing with” (xx). And, 
I think it is fair to say, Lawson has persuasively discredited both the traditional 
and popular vision of Whitman as a Guthrie-esque, working-class hero, along 
with the allied notion that his poetry was an unambiguous effort to assuage 
class tensions. Such a forceful argument, no doubt, involves some apparent 
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simplification of the positions of the critics named by Lawson, but that does not 
invalidate his argument by any means. This revision of Whitman’s class position 
has the potential to inform many new readings of the poetry as Lawson himself 
has superbly demonstrated. 	

In this respect, my principle criticism of Lawson’s book is the opposite of 
what Samuel Johnson said of Paradise Lost, that “none ever wished it longer.” 
Walt Whitman and the Class Struggle is a short book that sets the stage for a larger, 
more comprehensive study. By focusing on the first edition of Leaves and the 
context of New York City, Lawson excludes a lot of evidence that might have 
enriched his argument. For example, he never mentions Whitman’s sojourn 
in Woodbury, or the Leech letters from the early 1840s in which Whitman la-
ments having to associate with the rural poor. Lawson might have explored the 
development of Leaves and the relation of the various editions  to Whitman’s 
changing class position in the context of an increasingly ambiguous class sys-
tem, along with corresponding shifts in the literary marketplace. Lawson might 
have considered Whitman’s long and bitter rivalry with James Russell Lowell 
and juxtaposed it with his mostly cordial relations with Longfellow and Emer-
son. He might have examined Whitman’s pseudo-exile in Camden, during the 
years in which he was becoming famous as a neglected author and was being 
lionized by cultural elites. But these are not objections so much as a call for a 
much longer book that might complicate Lawson’s essential thesis by making 
Whitman, Leaves, and American culture into moving targets that are harder to 
hit with such confidence. 

I am sure many scholars will be grateful to have this important revision 
of Whitman as a springboard for other projects. Lawson has given us a more 
complex and interesting Whitman than we had before. 

Hope College	 William Pannapacker

Ed Folsom. Whitman Making Books / Books Making Whitman: A Catalog & 
Commentary. Iowa City: Obermann Center for Advanced Studies, University 
of Iowa, 2005. 80 pp.

Ed Folsom’s book must be added to the list of recent biographies of Whitman. 
Yes, biographies. Any life of Whitman that fails to take into account his work as 
a printer and publisher fails to capture one of the most important aspects of his 
life. Reversing this usual perspective, Folsom focuses on Whitman’s print career 
to tell us about his life, both internal and external. A short section at the end 
discusses posthumous editions of Whitman’s writings and what their physical 
presentation tells us about how Whitman was marketed.

No other American author was more involved in the publication process 
than was Whitman. As Folsom describes the situation, Whitman is “the only 
major American poet of the nineteenth century to have an intimate association 
with the art of bookmaking” (3). For his books, Whitman set type, selected the 
paper, designed the bindings, wrote the advertisements (and often the reviews), 
sent out review copies to publications and individuals (Emerson being the most 
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important example), and even sold copies of his works out of his home. His 
continued textual revisions of one book, Leaves of Grass, are well known, but 
he also created a bibliographical tangle in his packagings and repackagings of 
the various printed versions of Leaves by creating combinations of the sheets 
of Leaves and shorter works, such as Drum-Taps, or by such special editions as 
the 1889 “Birthday Edition.” 

Using the bibliographical history of Whitman’s books as an architecture 
for his own work, Folsom starts with the 1855 Leaves and follows Whitman 
as he creates his books, as both physical and intellectual objects. That is, Fol-
som adds to bibliographical description (in language understandable by lay 
people—there are no numerical signature collations here) a discussion of the 
creative importance of the physical nature of Whitman’s books. In so doing, he 
overturns many critical assumptions about Whitman’s writings. For example, 
Folsom argues persuasively that Whitman did not choose the large format pages 
of the 1855 Leaves so that his sprawling verse lines could be accommodated 
by them, as most critics have assumed, but as a result of the printer having this 
size paper in his office because his major work was legal forms, and Whitman 
“passively accepted” these because it was cheaper and easier to use what was at 
hand than to special order new paper. By arguing that the 1855 Leaves “clearly 
seems to be an arrangement based on spatial concerns rather than thematic 
ones,” Folsom will surely initiate a critical debate (9-10). Similarly, he points 
out how new research demonstrates that the seeming lack of a period in the last 
line of “Song of Myself” in the 1855 Leaves (“indicating,” according to many 
critics, “the endless ongoing process that the poem celebrates” [13]) is in fact 
the result of type slippage. Similar contributions are throughout this book, from 
comments on the (literally) spermatic typeface used in the title page to the 1860 
Leaves, to how publishers of books about Whitman spent more on them than 
on the books they published by Whitman himself. 

Folsom’s gracefully written narrative is accompanied more than one 
hundred color illustrations of the works he discusses, most from the splendid 
collection of Whitman materials assembled by Kendall Reed, which were ex-
hibited in public for the first time at the occasion of the 2005-2006 “Whitman 
Making Books / Books Making Whitman” exhibition at the University of Iowa 
Museum of Art, which Folsom’s book commemorates. Very few people have 
ever seen copies of all of Whitman’s first editions in color, and this book now 
makes that possible.

Anyone who believes that Whitman always thought in print, and had sig-
nificant input into the physical rendering of his words, should assign this book 
for reading along with whichever biography of Whitman they choose. And some 
university press should ensure that this book gets wide distribution and stays 
in print: it is much more than the record of an exhibition—it is a biography of 
Whitman that will stand the test of time.

University of South Carolina, Columbia 	 Joel Myerson
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