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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this study is to take a wide-open view of hemispheric American poetry. 

World literature and genre studies constitute the framework for analyzing three book-length 

poems that hybridize epic and lyric modes of poetry. Beginning in 1855 with Walt 

Whitman’s first edition of Leaves of Grass, continuing through Hart Crane’s 1930 The 

Bridge, and culminating with Pablo Neruda’s 1950 Canto general, this dissertation dives into 

the mystery of how this hundred-year hemispheric collection of works composes a genealogy 

of American poetry and poetics. I also argue for poetry’s own critical and theoretical 

interventions, tracing idealist and materialist strains of thought in each of these epic projects. 

The method by which I perform my formal and thematic analyses is close reading. The poetic 

strategies discovered yielded a theoretical framework I call vista, a term that recasts space as 

scale, and emphasizes multiple points of view. Vista is a shifting of perspective, reliant on 

the subjectivity of the lyric mode but shading toward the epic. It implies enormous breadth 

and suggests futurity. Whitman’s vista encompasses certain things, Crane’s another, and 

Neruda’s still another. Ultimately, I conclude that the epic poem written in a lyric mode 

elides distances between literature and theory, between ideology and art, and between reality 

and the possibilities of the imagination.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction: Lyric Vistas 

Context and Vista 

At some point in the twenty-year time period between the 1840s and the 1860s, 

Whitman writes on a scrap of paper, “What may be said, and opens long long vistas, in 

connection, about Poetry fit for the New World?” (see 

 below). 

 

 

Figure 1: Whitman Manuscript, courtesy the Walt Whitman Archive 

Vista, a term derived from the Latin vidēre (to see), comes up with great frequency in 

Whitman’s work: in the 1855 Preface, and in every edition of Leaves of Grass afterwards. In 

the 1855 Leaves, the word vista appears once; by the 1891-1892 edition, the term shows up 

fourteen times. Yet what has stuck with me are the “opens long long vistas” and, as Whitman 

writes in the Preface, “Here the theme is creative and has vista” (619). American poetry is 

uniquely positioned, in Whitman’s eyes, for a large-scale way of looking at the world that he 

calls vista. What first caught my attention about vista is that it means the same things in 

Spanish and English: a point of view, and a surveying of a large prospect. Vista implies 

enormous breadth and suggests futurity. 
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My project, “Lyric Vistas: Genre and the American Long Poem from Whitman to 

Neruda (1855-1950),” takes a wide-open view of hemispheric American poetry. Specifically, 

it takes as its object of inquiry a collection of three poets who write book-length poems that 

hybridize epic and lyric genres of poetry. Beginning in 1855 with Walt Whitman’s first 

edition of Leaves of Grass, continuing through Hart Crane’s 1930 The Bridge, and 

culminating with Pablo Neruda’s 1950 Canto general, this dissertation dives into the mystery 

of how this hundred-year hemispheric collection of works compose a certain school of 

American poetry. I also argue for poetry’s own critical and theoretical interventions, tracing 

idealist and materialist strains of thought in each of these epics.  

In Whitman’s Queer Children (2012), Catherine Davies writes about vista as one of 

Whitman’s key principles, describing its purpose: “to give shape to his notion that ‘the 

United States are essentially the greatest poem” (52). Davies moves quickly from vista to the 

term Personality. She sees Personality, as described in Whitman’s 1888 Preface, as the tool 

that hybridizes genre, explaining: 

In championing the centrality of the poet’s “Personality” to the expression of 

“current America,” Leaves of Grass certainly did much to lyricize the epic for 

the American tradition, clearing the way for an epic poem that could combine 

private scope with public purpose. (53) 

While I owe a debt to Davies for attending to vista first, I disagree that Personality is what 

hybridizes genre in Whitman (and later Crane, as she argues). Personality is tied to our 

expectation that the lyric is focused narrowly and subjectively, and as a result, it cannot by 

itself lift the lyric into epic scope. But vista can. Vista relies on personality only as vantage 
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point; put another way, vista is personality projected into a future poetic synthesis, as I will 

demonstrate.  

This dissertation argues that vista is a properly epic term. The phrase “Long long 

vistas” imagines poetry on a grand scale—one that encompasses a vast history and a large 

geography. The most invigorating discussions of epic in recent years have come, not from 

English studies, but from the fields of comparative and world literature. I have noticed that 

epic poetry tends to be discussed under what I call the “nice try” framework. One or two 

parts of a contemporary epic are deemed an excellent poem, but this excellence is always 

tempered by a sweeping dismissal of the bigger work as a failure (i.e., nice try, but this poem 

is a failure). It fails to cohere: this is what Whitman, Crane, and Neruda were all told about 

their long poems. But this supposed failure, I argue, is really the critic’s. We prioritize the 

close reading of the lyric while ignoring the larger purpose of the epic. The epic is off-putting 

in its ambition, its scope, and its scale. However, as Nirvana Tanouki reminds us in her 

seminal article “The Scale of World Literature” (2008): “Impossible distances beg to be 

crossed precisely because they cannot be” (599). The epic poem elides distances between 

literature and theory, between ideology and art, and between reality and the possibilities of 

the imagination.  

Vista is a shifting of perspective, reliant on the subjectivity of the lyric mode but 

shading toward the epic. In this same article, Tanouki urges comparatists to re-envision space 

as scale; space is an absolute measurement, while scale is relative, constituted by your point 

of view. With apologies to Tanouki, I use the term space in this project (poetic space, 

geographic space, temporal space). Nevertheless, my construct of vista acts as a way to recast 
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space as scale, and emphasizing its relative point(s) of view. Whitman’s vista encompasses 

certain things, Crane’s another, and Neruda’s still another.  

Selection Principles for Poems 

 John Irwin describes his Hart Crane’s Poetry (2011) as part of a career-length inquiry 

into the formal and theoretical qualities of the work of several writers whose commonalities 

are revealed by placing them in dialogue with each other. For the most part, Irwin writes a 

book per author, where each book speaks back to his past works, and looks forward to future 

analysis. The writers he brings together are Edgar Allan Poe, Jorge Luis Borges, Hart Crane, 

and F. Scott Fitzgerald—a hemispheric study.1 It takes him twenty years and three books to 

uncover what links these writers: they all ask some of the same questions about Platonic 

idealism and a return to origin. In his revised introduction to his Crane book, Irwin explains: 

I described the extended project as an examination of a structure that the four 

authors’ works shared, one governing these authors’ “relationship to their art 

and thematized in their work” . . . This structure grew out of each writer’s 

engagement with Platonic idealism, specifically their more or less conscious 

understanding of the allegory of the cave as womb fantasy that translated the 

notion of origin (and thus of the self) from a physical to a mental plane and 

their further understanding that this fantasized return to origin could be 

assimilated to another structure [i.e., the poem]. (xiii) 

This dissertation uses Irwin, among others, as a model for how to group authors 

together. My case is more implicit than explicit: I bring together three poets as a critical 

                                                
1 Borges and Poe appear in the same book, The Mystery to a Solution (1998). Irwin also 
brings together Poe, Dashiell Hammett, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and film noir in Unless the 
Threat of Death is Behind Them (2008). 
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argument, paying them sustained attention, separately and together, in order to uncover 

certain themes, formal qualities, and harmonies that their poetic projects share. Further, when 

I bring together Whitman, Crane, and Neruda I argue that we can, and should, connect poets 

outside of traditional literary-critical periodization or geography models.  

 We can say Walt Whitman, Hart Crane, and Pablo Neruda share a family 

resemblance (Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations sections 65-67), are part of 

the same poetic genealogy (Sally Connolly, Grief and Meter 5), pursue a dialogue, or at its 

most neutral, make up a grouping we can read through and against other kinds of categories 

(Jahan Ramazani, A Transnational Poetics 33). This genetic metaphor of members of 

families sharing some but not all physical characteristics has recently been used in the study 

of poetic genre (see Ramazani’s Poetry and Its Others and Tobias Gregory’s entry in the 

Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, ed. Roland Greene). Using family 

resemblance allows me to highlight commonalities in these three texts. 

Literature Review and Key Terms 

Beginning with Wordsworth’s preface to the Lyrical Ballads (1800), and continuing 

through Jonathan Culler’s Theory of Lyric (2015), the critical definitions of lyric, epic, and 

genre have changed over time. In my survey, I find four ways to talk about epic, and five to 

talk about lyric. Epic can be defined:  

• By its participation in a certain literary tradition and in fulfilling certain theoretical 

norms, often based on a model from the ancient Western world (Eliot; Nagy; Greene; 

Dimock; Tylus; Poe; Benjamin; Putnam; and Bakhtin). The most popular models are 

the Odyssey, Iliad, and Aeneid, although the Divine Comedy, Chanson de Roland, 
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Paradise Lost, and La Gerusalemme liberata are occasionally listed as models as 

well. The theory model here is mostly from Plato and Aristotle.  

• As a function or process, often in flux (Pearce; Tylus; Moretti; and Dimock). 

• By its oral and performative qualities, having to do with the relationship between 

speaker and listener (or individual and many) (Frye; Whitman, Democratic Vistas; 

Bessinger, Tylus, Wofford; Pearce; and Nagy). 

• By its close ties to memory, affect, and morality (Benjamin; Greene; Pearce; 

Dimock; and Grossman Long Schoolroom). 

Keeping these constellations of meanings in mind, an epic a poem of great capacity. It is a 

forgiving container that can encompass multiple, often vexed, ideas. Epic is also concerned 

with the performative nature of poetry, albeit one centered on the reader. Lastly, epic is 

aware of its ties to the past.  

Lyric can be defined: 

• As a contested, changing genre (Jackson; Jackson and Prins; and Culler).  

• As a way of reading, writing, thinking, or knowing (Jackson; Culler; Bahti; 

Wordsworth; and Miner). 

• By its reliance on voice and song (Abrahms; Bahti; and Miner). 

• By its engagement with emotions and experience (Cameron; Grossman; 

Wordsworth). 

• As oracular, orphic, and prophetic (Grossman; Kugel). 

As I bring together all these definitions, I posit lyric as what powers a poem: a certain 

subjectivity of viewpoint, and a mode of thinking though concerns. While epic centers on the 

reader, lyric is the domain of the speaker. Lyric privileges the act of performance, concerning 
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itself with the speaker revealing his message. By contrast, epic privileges the act of 

transmission, yielding a focus on how the reader understands the poem.   

John Irwin touches on the interplay of epic and lyric modes of poetry as a way to 

think through the structure of The Bridge. In Hart Crane’s Poetry, Irwin asserts: “The 

Bridge, in its effort to be a synthesis of American myth and history, was strategically an epic, 

it was tactically a lyric, seeking to achieve that strategic epic goal through a disjunctive series 

of lyric epiphanies in its sections” (xii). In this project, I argue that it is not just Crane, but all 

three of these poets who hybridize genre in this particular fashion. 

Roland Greene (1991) raises the point that the term “epic” has become a critical 

catch-all for poems we have trouble placing. Greene contends that we might better 

understand what we call epics as lyric sequences, particularly as an inheritance of the 

Petrarchan tradition (the post-Petrarchan poem, after all, is the center of his book project, 

Post-Petrarchism: Origins and Innovations of the Western Lyric Sequence). Greene writes,  

Where criticism has struggled to adapt a lexicon for the work of modern lyric 

sequences without the context of a post-Petrarchan poetics, it has tried to 

account for such sequences as “epics”: the term seldom achieves much 

significance, but it stands there, nonetheless, as the signpost of the critics’ 

collective helplessness. (4) 

Indeed, for Greene, “The Heights of Macchu Picchu,” Book II of Pablo Neruda’s Canto 

general is not, as I contend in this dissertation, an epic written in a lyric mode, but instead a 

lyric sequence (Greene 5). Further, Greene presents Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass as 

another lyric sequence (again, I argue that it is an epic). I particularly disagree with his 

claims regarding Whitman, who he casts as a new Petrarch, remaking the lyric sequence as 
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“an open history without pasts or futures to impede the movement of speaker or reader” 

(134). Instead, I offer a reading of Whitman’s 1855 Leaves on the work’s deep ties to the 

future.  

 Greene defines lyric phenomenologically: “lyric discourse is defined by the 

dialectical play of ritual and fictional phenomena” (5). The ritual lyric is, borrowing from the 

field of anthropology, “directions for a performance”; more simply, “lyric is utterance 

uniquely disposed to be re-uttered” (Greene 5). He concludes, 

Lyric is, then, doubly general property: it is made of borrowed and revalorized 

factors large and small, and it fuses these into speech that potentially belongs 

to any of us. Its character as common property sometimes makes the genre 

seem translucent, its interpretation obvious. (Greene 8) 

For Greene, though, it is “sequence” that defines genre: “I tend to refer to the sequence, 

considered as a transhistorical generic production, as a ‘form” (17). Despite my disagreement 

with Greene about how to understand form and genre of these particular works of poetry, I 

still rely on his criticism. I heed his warning to avoid letting the term “epic” be an easy 

answer, and I, too, insist on the value of tracing how genre transforms over time. 

Perhaps my greatest point of departure from Greene is that he, like Mikhail Bakhtin, 

considers epic an already finished genre, privileging novelistic forms of writing instead. The 

value of Greene’s post-Petrarchan lyric sequence is its fictive ability: “Petrarchism answers a 

certain need where lyric and fiction intersect (3). In “Epic and Novel,” Bakhtin famously 

argues that novel is the developing genre, while epic is moribund: the novel “is the sole genre 

that continues to develop, that is as yet uncompleted” (3). By contrast, this dissertation 

argues that the critical value of blended lyric, whether lyric-epic or lyric series, is not in its 
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ability to bring lyric discourse closer to fiction. Instead, I find epic to be as lively a form as 

any other, precisely because of its poetic qualities. 

How this Dissertation is Organized 

 In summary, this dissertation is divided into the first introductory chapter you are 

reading, followed by three case study chapters (one per poet), and a fifth chapter, a short 

conclusion. In Chapter Two, titled “All doctrines, all politics and civilization exurge from 

you’: A Private Politics in Whitman’s 1855 Leaves of Grass,” I find that Whitman locates 

poetry’s power in the reader rather than the writer, a metaphysical exchange that exceeds the 

boundaries of the traditional lyric. Here, the reader becomes the epic hero in the narrative of 

Whitman’s poem, and his or her actions after reading determine the poem’s success or 

failure. This emphasis on results explains why so many subsequent poets have styled 

themselves as Whitman’s poetic heirs.  

Chapter Three, “I begin to feel myself directly connected with Whitman’: Hart 

Crane’s The Bridge (1930)” traces how Crane attempts to “go through the combined 

materials of the poem” to a place where “there may be discoverable under new forms certain 

spiritual illuminations, shining with a morality essentialized from experience directly, and 

not from previous precepts or preconceptions” (Crane 163). The scope of Crane’s ambition is 

to create, as he puts it, a “mystic synthesis” of America. This chapter argues that in The 

Bridge, Crane privileges the act of synthesizing over the product of synthesis, taking an anti-

Hegelian approach to dialectic. Simply put, ecstasy triumphs over logic. I closely read three 

out of the eight books of the epic: the first and eighth/final books, “Ave Maria” and 

“Atlantis,” respectively, as well as Book IV, “Cape Hatteras,” an homage to Whitman.  
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In Chapter Four, “We listen unceasingly to the call to fill this mighty void with beings 

of flesh and blood’: Pablo Neruda’s Canto general (1950),” I find that, counter to Whitman’s 

and Crane’s approaches that privilege the individual, Neruda insists that we should focus our 

political and lyric energies on the collective in order to achieve Marxist revolution. Neruda 

rewrites death—particularly of the poetic speaker—as a site of rebirth for the communal 

whole. Whereas for Crane the mythic is located outside of us, Neruda turns inward, 

harnessing the power of embodiment and affect for his own take on mystic synthesis. He 

relies on the power of blood as a force that both disrupts and remakes the history of the 

Americas. Ultimately, Neruda’s poetic project urges us to look again at Whitman and Crane 

while advocating in the strongest possible terms for the multivocal possibilities of the lyric. 

The conclusion chapter (Chapter Five) summarizes my findings and suggests 

directions for future research. 

Critical Intervention in the Field 

Positioned at the intersection of poetry studies and hemispheric American literature 

(i.e., a literary tradition that includes the United States as well as Central and South 

America), this dissertation traces a long history of how poetry, which I argue is the most 

capacious literary genre, both reifies and resists the framework of national identity in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Further, each poet whose work I examine interrogates the 

notion of poetic limit—limits of literary genre, of poetic technique, and even of the 

materiality of the printed word; they move through history, time, and geography, pushing 

both lyric and epic spaces (or scale, as the case may be) to their fullest potential. 

I propose that the lyric mode of writing within an epic framework is put to best use by 

poets creating a transnational, transhistorical poetics. This theoretical framework allows us 
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the dual vantage points of seeing America both as it is, and how we imagine it to be. By 

renegotiating the borders of the literary canon, my research participates in the transnational 

turn in American literary criticism. In terms of poetry studies, my dissertation responds to the 

call of new lyric studies to attend to lyric as a heterogeneous mode. I also attend to debates in 

new formalism, arguing for the critical power of poetry’s formal qualities to negotiate among 

competing ideologies of historicism, aesthetics, and thematic critique. As a statement on the 

possibilities of genre, considering lyric and epic together allows us to bring epic studies—

usually relegated to world literature—into the most canonical of American literary studies.  
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Chapter 2: “All doctrines, all politics and civilization exurge from 
you”: A Private Politics in Walt Whitman’s 1855 Leaves of Grass 

Introduction: Privileging the Individual 
 

In his 1855 “A Song for Occupations,” Whitman writes that democracy is not created 

for the reader, but by the reader:  

The President is up there in the White House for you . . . . it is not you who 

are here for him, 

  The Secretaries act in their bureaus for you . . . . not you here for them, 

  The Congress convenes every December for you, 

  Laws, courts, the forming of the states, the charters of cities, the going and 

coming of commerce and mails are all for you. 

 

All doctrines, all politics and civilization exurge from you (83-87) 

This moment is the poem’s emotional center, where Whitman’s addressee is the primary 

driver of the poem, even the sole creator of the world. Whitman’s private politics turns to the 

reader and asks him to complete the poet’s tasks of ordering (re-attaching) the universe, 

dreaming an America into being from the specific vantage point of his own perception. 

Through closely reading three of the poems from the 1855 edition (“Song of Myself,” 

“A Song for Occupations,” and “The Sleepers”), I find that Whitman uses the relationship 

between speaker/poet and addressee/reader to solve the problem of public versus private, 

whole versus individual, that occupies so much of American thought in the mid-nineteenth 

century. His solution is to inspire, demonstrate, and even seduce the reader into creating 

America. Finally, private politics means a way for Whitman to hold the space for each 
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individual to create his own poetry. Yet this solution is fraught with the fragility of the body; 

by the end of “The Sleepers,” Whitman realizes that these individual poetic worlds may 

consist of death and loss rather than generative power. Ultimately, though, Whitman rests his 

attention on the individual relationship between poet and reader as the most generative space 

for his project.  

When I say Whitman argues for a private politics, I put the contradictory words 

“private” and “politics” together to hold in tension the personal, the individual, and the 

subjective with and against the public, the communal, and the regulated. A few notes on 

etymology: “Private” comes to us from the ancient Latin “privatus,” which in the time of the 

Roman empire meant something akin to “not holding public office.”2 In more modern use, 

private refers to the individual, the personal (as in not communal), the secret, and the sexual. 

“Politics” derives from πόλις or “polis” in ancient Greek, all at once conflating government, 

place, and citizens of the “city-state.” 

In Plato’s Ion, poetic inspiration originates in the realm of the private (one of the 

muses selects an individual poet to inspire), but moves to the realm of the public as the poet 

shares his poems with an audience (Kugel 15-16).3 In Ion, Socrates argues that poetry works 

like a chain of magnets, an ecstatic state that moves through the poet and eventually through 

the reader:  

                                                
2 For this and all other definitions, see the corresponding Oxford English Dictionary entries 
in the Works Cited section. 
 
3 In Poetry and Prophecy (1990), James Kugel writes: “The inspired speaker or singer was as 
if wholly possessed: inspiration came easily and was total. Such a picture emerges, for 
example, in Plato’s Ion, a brief dialogue in which poetic inspiration is compared to the force 
of a great magnetic stone, which can then be transferred form the stone itself (that is, the 
inspiring deity) to a series of magnetized rings: the poet, the reciter of his poems, and the 
audience all receive and emit inspiring power” (15-16). 
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SOCRATES: there is a divinity moving you, like that contained in the stone 

which Euripides calls a magnet . . . This stone not only attracts iron rings, but 

also imparts to them a similar power of attracting other rings; and 

sometimes you may see a number of pieces of iron and rings suspended from 

one another so as to form quite a long chain: and all of them derive their 

power of suspension from the original stone. In like manner the Muse first of 

all inspires men herself; and from these inspired persons a chain of 

other persons is suspended, who take the inspiration. (Plato) 

Thus Plato, like Emerson centuries after him, differentiates between truly inspired poets (e.g., 

Homer) and those who mimic art. These mere mimics are what Emerson calls “wits, more 

than poets,” with no ties to the divine. 

While Plato theorizes that poetry moves from private to public power, for Emerson, 

by contrast, poetry is first public. In his 1844 essay “The Poet,” Emerson claims that public 

power is the limitless power of nature, while private power is the inferior capability of the 

individual man. He urges man to “draw out of thee that dream-power which every night 

shows thee is thine own; a power of transcending all limit and privacy, and by virtue of 

which a man is the conductor of the whole river of electricity” (Emerson 197). Emerson 

cautions against a merely private poetics, and Whitman clearly heard his message. 

Whitman reworks both Plato’s metaphor of poetry as a magnetic chain of attraction 

and Emerson’s idea of re-attaching things together. For Emerson, the poet must gather 

disparate parts and re-attach them together, an act that moves from a private act to a public 

one. He continues, 
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For, as it is dislocation and detachment from the life of God, that makes things 

ugly, the poet, who re-attaches things to Nature and the Whole,—re-attaching 

even artificial things, and violations of nature, to nature, by a deeper 

insight,—disposes very easily of the most disagreeable facts. (189) 

And according to Emerson, the poet must use his powers of perception to accomplish this re-

attachment. He writes, 

The poet, by an ulterior intellectual perception . . . puts eyes, and a tongue into 

every dumb and inanimate object . . . For, through that better perception, he 

stands one step nearer to things, and sees the flowing or metamorphosis; 

perceives that thought is multiform. (Emerson 191) 

Whitman repeats the concepts of attachment, attraction, and perception in the 1855 Preface, 

paraphrasing Emerson’s Plato-inflected theory. Whitman writes: 

but folks expect of the poet to indicate more than the beauty and dignity which 

always attach to dumb real objects . . . . they expect him to indicate the path 

between reality and their souls. Men and women perceive the beauty well 

enough . . probably as well as he. (621; ellipses as in original) 

If everyone has the ability to perceive, then it is clear that the poet cannot rest on mere 

perception. Instead, he must “indicate” the path and move from the realm of his own 

perception to a larger public. How, though, do we reconcile Whitman’s comments with 

Emerson’s dictum in “Experience” on private satisfaction? Emerson writes, “I find a private 

fruit sufficient,” eschewing any kind of universal order in favor of the personal code (212). 

Whitman can illuminate the path for his readers by making visible his own acts of 

perception and attachment—the private act done on a public stage—but only the reader can 
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choose to follow in his footsteps. Indeed, Whitman begins testing out whether his fellow 

countrymen as imagined readers can become (to quote Emerson) “the true poet” early on in 

the 1855 Leaves of Grass. He begins the second paragraph of the preface: “The Americans of 

all nations at any time upon the earth have probably the fullest poetical nature” (Whitman 

616). Where the first paragraph focuses on the theoretical construct of “America” (the first 

word of the preface), this second paragraph turns towards those who can enact this theory, 

the Americans themselves.  

 Despite their similarities, Whitman and Emerson do not fully agree with each other; I 

argue that Whitman encompasses Emerson, but Emerson does not encompass Whitman. 

Emerson seems to direct readers towards a universal power without walking beside them. He 

certainly inspires, yet only tiptoes to the very edge of possibility. Whitman insists he can do 

better, turning to concepts such as through-ness and more-ness as a method to achieve the 

task of the poet. A sense of reticence, even prudishness, is another quality that differentiates 

the two. Emerson would never spray us with ejaculate the way Whitman does in the twenty-

eight bathers scene. 

Whitman does not just show us boundaries, but looks for ways to dissolve them, 

particularly by using the word through. In the 1855 Preface, Whitman uses through as 

pervasion—“the fact will prevail through the universe”—as well as boundary-crossing—“A 

heroic person walks at his ease through and out of that custom or precedent or authority that 

suits him not” (624). Through is also used to describe an automatic act such as breathing or 

exurging. At the beginning of the 1855 “Song of Myself,” Whitman describes how breath 

moves through him like inspiration: “My respiration and inspiration . . . . the beating of my 

heart . . . . the passing of blood and air through my lungs” (15). Whitman’s use of through 
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evokes Ahab’s speech in Moby-Dick (1851): “If man will strike, strike through the mask! 

How can the prisoner reach outside except by thrusting through the wall?” Whitman asks 

whether activity or passivity is the best path to transcendence. 

As Ed Folsom points out, Whitman’s 1855 Leaves of Grass was generically unsettled 

due to the experimental nature of his project. Folsom writes: 

Whitman’s notebooks indicate that, as he was drafting the ideas that would 

become Leaves of Grass, he was entirely unsure how it would fit into a genre 

at all: “Novel? Work of some sort [^Play?] … A spiritual novel?” he wrote, 

going on to describe some inchoate and absorptive work that would archive 

the full range of human experience. (1572) 

Folsom also reminds us that Emerson does not declare the 1855 Leaves as belonging to any 

genre, calling it only “wit and wisdom” (1572). Whitman is the one who chooses poetry as 

the most capacious way to describe his project—although, significantly, he does not refer to 

it as poetry until 1856. As Folsom points out, Whitman only adds the word “poem” to the 

title of each poem in this the second edition of Leaves of Grass (e.g., “Poem of Walt 

Whitman, an American”) (1572). 

So what is a Whitmanian private politics? Existing critical work casts Whitman as a 

unifying poet; in this chapter, I explain how he his poetry re-attaches parts (America’s 

people) to the whole (America itself). I have discovered that Whitman relies on his poem’s 

individual readers as a method to achieve his goals. He turns to the private in order to create 

myriad subjective publics, each continuing Whitman’s poetic mission and, continuing with a 

riff on Plato’s Ion, magnetically attracting others to the project. If we accept that Whitman is 

both a political and a literary poet (no small point, given the quantity of scholarship debating 
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just this question), it becomes clear that he uses poetry as a solution for the political problem 

of a heterogeneous, often disparate nineteenth-century America. As Betsy Erkkila explains: 

Whitman lived at a crossroads of history, at a time when the twin revolutions 

in politics and technology, democracy and industry were bringing the radical 

transformations that would alter the landscape America and the world. As a 

poet, Whitman positioned himself at the center of the diverse and 

contradictory energies of American culture, seeking through his poems to 

order and shape these energies into a harmonious democratic world. (10) 

Harold Bloom is getting at something like this idea when he calls “Song of Myself” an epic 

poem in which the American people become the epic hero. He writes, “In ‘Song of Myself,’ 

Whitman names—and praises—Americans in all walks of life and grants them ‘divine’ status 

through the combined grandeur of body and soul” (Bloom 15).  

 What is at stake for Whitman in the 1855 Leaves of Grass is no less than the fate of 

America. He turns to poetry in order to attach, unify, and transcend what he believes to be the 

biggest threat to the country’s future: irreconcilable differences, a cacophony of voices (and 

at the same time, a silencing of other voices), and the disparate, competing interests of states 

versus nation. In other words, Whitman fears that private citizens will refuse to unify for the 

public good. But this is interpretation of Whitman—ideological unionist—is not new. 

 What is new is my argument in this chapter that Whitman relies on his readers to do 

this work of unifying America. He sets out to transcend not only nature’s boundaries (as 

Emerson might), but also the boundaries between poet and reader, printed page and life. He 

has to get as much of his theory into his poems as possible, transmitting his own poetic 

inspiration—his higher calling (indeed in the sense of a divine inspiration in Plato’s Ion)—to 
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his readers. He uses the techniques of lyric poetry in order to thematically and formally 

achieve his aim. 

Whitman works out his poetics of attraction is in “Song of Myself” through several 

techniques that I will discuss in detail: subjectivity, mystery, and the catalogue.  

“Song of Myself” 

Subjectivity as Method 
 
 The first technique Whitman uses in “Song of Myself” to harness the power of the 

reader is demonstrating the private power of radical subjectivity, as though showing the 

reader how it’s done. “Song of Myself” chronicles the poet’s persona as epic hero on his 

journey in a way that makes anyone who reads his tale an epic hero herself. In the first 

twenty-one lines of the poem, Whitman’s speaker focuses on the private universe of himself, 

as seen in the following lines: “I Celebrate myself” (1); “I loafe and invite my soul” (4); “The 

smoke of my own breath” (13); “My respiration and inspiration . . . . the beating of my heart . 

. . . the passing of blood and air through my lungs” (15); “The delight alone” (20); “The 

feeling of health” (21); and “the song of me rising from bed” (21). When he’s not 

enumerating his body’s inner workings, the speaker follows flights of fancy guided by his 

sensory perceptions. He feels grass (5), air on his naked body (11-12), and someone’s 

caresses (18); smells manmade scents (7), nature’s odor (9), leaves, the ocean, and hay (16); 

tastes the atmosphere of nature (10); hears rocks, water, and plants moving (14) and his 

voice (17); and sees the grass (5), his breath in cold weather (13), and light and shade (19). 

Whitman begins the poem this way so that the reader can become immersed in what an epic 

level of individuality might look like. 
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Like an evangelist, the speaker advertises the benefits of his method of sensory-

directed self-focus for the reader. He lists out his version of the Ten Commandments, 

repeating “you shall” five times: 

 Stop this day and night with me and you shall possess the origin of all poems, 

 You shall possess the good of the earth and sun . . . . there are millions of suns 

left, 

 You shall no longer take things at second and third hand . . . . nor look 

through eyes of the dead . . . . nor feed on the spectres in books, 

You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me, 

You shall listen to all sides and filter them from yourself. (25-29) 

One of the Biblical chapters featuring the commandments, Exodus 20, begins with the 

importance of God above all else (“I am the Lord your God” and “You shall have no other 

gods before Me”); by contrast, Whitman begins with the importance of the poem’s reader. 

While in the Bible God reminds Moses that he made the earth and man lives there at his 

pleasure (“For in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in 

them” and “Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be prolonged in the land 

which the Lord your God gives you”), Whitman’s speaker as God grants the reader access to 

the universe—perhaps even multiple universes—simply by reading his poems.  

 By the poem’s end, the speaker has become merely a link in Plato’s magnetic chain of 

divine inspiration, albeit one who has, he hopes, attracted another link in the chain before he 

departs. Even as his metaphorical death looms, he paints a rich picture of transcendence: “I 

ascend from the moon . . . . I ascend from the night, / And perceive of the ghastly glitter the 

sunbeams reflected, / And debouch to the steady and central from the offspring great or 
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small” (1296-1298). Whether flight of fancy or transcendental vision, this moment and the 

ones that follow show that a kind of eternal life awaits those who can harness the power of 

their own subjective experience. You can die—“I depart as air . . . . I shake my white locks at 

the runaway sun” (1327)—but your perspective will still endure. Consider, for example, the 

final line’s beginning with “I” in “I stop some where waiting for you” (1335).  

Drawing the Reader in with Mystery 

Once the reader is convinced of his private power, Whitman must persuade him to 

turn this attention to certain public problem areas that need solving. The second technique 

Whitman uses in “Song of Myself” to harness the power of the reader is creating gaps left 

open for the reader to fill, which is what I mean when I say Whitman’s poem holds, even 

offers, the space for someone else to continue the poem. He highlights moments where there 

is a barrier to his reach: moments of mystery in which he alludes to unknowable, invisible 

things meant to urge the reader to complete his poetic project.  

As only Whitman can, he tantalizes rather than urges. Throughout “Song of Myself,” 

Whitman refers to unknowable, unsayable things. The speaker can’t name these things for 

the reader, because it is the reader who must perceive and declare them. These mysterious 

spaces are left for the individual reader to fill; and if the poet has done his job, the addressee 

of the poem becomes a poet in his own right. As Emerson writes, “He is the poet, and shall 

draw us with love and terror, who sees, through the flowing vest, the firm nature, and can 

declare it” (195). In these unsayable moments, Whitman purposefully avoids declaring; his 

aim is to indicate where the reader can fill in the gaps. Thus, indication is the opposite of 

declaration; declaration belongs to the reader, while indication is the task of poet.  
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 Whitman’s speaker concludes the first invisible (and unknowable) section of “Song 

of Myself” by insisting it’s not up to him to figure out the mystery. He writes:  

To elaborate is no avail . . . . Learned and unlearned feel that it is so. 

 

Sure as the most certain sure . . . . plumb in the uprights, well entretied, braced 

in the beams, 

Stout as a horse, affectionate, haughty, electrical, 

I and this mystery here we stand. (40-43) 

The speaker could elaborate, but refuses. He demurs that that it will do no good (“To 

elaborate is no avail”)—a coy move to distract us from the fact that he cannot give name to a 

mysterious something. This something, described as “this mystery” (43), could be the body, 

the soul, or something else entirely. The diction in this section evokes Whitman’s manly 

persona’s description of his body with words such as “well entretied” and “stout” (41, 42). 

Compare this to the following memorable lines: “Walt Whitman, an American, one of the 

roughs, a kosmos, / Disorderly fleshy and sensual . . . . eating drinking and breeding” (499-

500).  

Thus, a mystery-laden something is hidden from both reader and speaker, and will 

remain hidden until the reader figures it out for himself. The speaker stands with this mystery 

and yet apart from it: “I and this mystery here we stand” (43). Able to trust that (1) there is an 

order to things, but that (2) he can’t know it, the speaker leaves the conversation to resume 

creating his own world, stating, “Knowing the perfect fitness and equanimity of things, while 

they discuss I am silent, and go bathe and admire myself” (48). The speaker moves on as the 
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poet’s interest in exploring the mystery wanes, leaving the reader to solve the mystery and 

declare the unknowable. 

 Another take on the unknowable is the unsayable, which Whitman considers from 

several angles before concluding that perception is enough. 

  My voice goes after what my eyes cannot reach, 

  With the twirl of my tongue I encompass worlds and volumes of worlds. 

 

  Speech is the twin of my vision . . . . it is unequal to measure itself. 

 

  It provokes me forever, 

 It says sarcastically, Walt, you understand enough . . . . why don’t you let it 

out then? 

 

 Come now I will not be tantalized . . . . you conceive too much of articulation. 

 (566-571) 

In line 566, the speaker is able to name something that he is unable to see, a moment I 

interpret in three ways. First, it plays into Whitman’s fantasy that Leaves of Grass is a wholly 

original work, as there are no models he can see.4 Second, it reassures his poetic persona, 

acting as an inoculation against writer’s—or in this place, singer’s—block. Even if he has no 

idea what he’s talking about, he can still keep talking. In this case, logorrhea is a positive 

thing, because it enables the speaker’s continued forward motion. Third, that your voice can 

reach farther than your eyes is inspiration for the reader to participate in creating the world 

                                                
4 Whitman writes about himself as an anonymous review of Leaves of Grass in 1855 “He 
makes no allusions to books or writers; their spirits do not seem to have touched him,” (793). 
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with a kind of lived poetry, even if he cannot yet see the workings of the universe. In this 

lived poetry, one need only gaze and speak towards the future.  

However, Whitman must reconcile his statement “you conceive too much of 

articulation” with Emerson’s insistence that speech is the vessel through which 

transcendence flows. In “The Poet,” Emerson urges: 

Doubt not, O poet, but persist. Say, ‘It is in me, and shall out.’ Stand there, 

baulked and dumb, stuttering and stammering, hissed and hooted, stand and 

strive, until, at last, rage draw out of thee that dream-power which every night 

shows thee is thine own; a power of transcending all limit and privacy, and by 

virtue of which a man is the conductor of the whole river of electricity. (197) 

Whitman agrees with Emerson in the line, “With the twirl of my tongue I encompass worlds” 

(567). Whitman’s speaker stands apart from himself, describing speech as a creative force 

begging to be loosed (569-570). With this example, Whitman urges the reader to let out his 

world-creating power even if he does not yet understand it. To state “you conceive too much 

of articulation” (571) soothes the reader into attempting speech by underplaying its 

importance. 

Whitman concludes this section by privileging listening over articulation, which 

aligns his poetics with the Platonic chain of inspiration I discussed earlier. In Ion, Socrates 

explains that poetic power is transferred in two ways: either by watching and listening—what 

Emerson would call perceiving—or by divine possession, which we cannot control. We are 

all metal rings in this metaphor, and the poet as a metal ring becomes magnetized by his 

contact with the divine (whether by a muse, Orpheus, et al). Those who hear—or in 
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Whitman’s case, read—this poetry may become magnetic themselves. Thus, the poet is a 

conduit of the divine power (what Emerson would call nature’s power). 

Relevant to Whitman’s poetics is the idea that some of us are already part of this 

magnetic chain of power, but do not yet know it. As Socrates explains to Ion: 

Every poet has some Muse from whom he is suspended, and by whom he is 

said to be possessed, which is nearly the same thing; for he is taken hold of. 

And from these first rings, which are the poets, depend others, some deriving 

their inspiration from Orpheus, others from Musaeus; but the greater number 

are possessed and held by Homer. Of whom, Ion, you are one, and are 

possessed by Homer; and when any one repeats the words of another poet you 

go to sleep, and know not what to say; but when any one recites a strain of 

Homer you wake up in a moment, and your soul leaps within you, and you 

have plenty to say; for not by art or knowledge about Homer do you say what 

you say, but by divine inspiration and by possession. (Plato) 

Some readers are already possessed by Whitman, but will not know it until they hear his 

verse.  

Therefore Whitman does not have to indicate the path for the reader to become 

inspired (as in Emerson). Rather, the act of reading is what reveals inspiration; moreover, 

inspiration is not a path to walk down, but a genealogy to which the reader may already 

belong. Whitman, already magnetized by the muses, may make some readers magnetic 

themselves as they read him. Others, though, are magnetic but do not realize it yet. It is these 

readers who do not have to articulate inspiration, for they are already inspired. Whitman 
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urges this kind of reader to attend to the mysteries, the gaps, the unnamed, and the unsaid. 

His speaker explains: 

 I think I will do nothing for a long time but listen, 

And accrue what I hear into myself . . . . and let sounds contribute toward me. 

(584-585) 

  “Song of Myself” ends with a void that the reader must fill, but it is up to him 

whether to listen or speak. In the previous section on the power of subjectivity, I read the 

significance of the last line of the poem as a marker of Whitman’s personal mode of writing 

(“you” the reader is the ultimate agent). Here, though, I want to emphasize the grammar 

rather than diction at the end of the line “I stop some where waiting for you” (1335). 

Although much has been made of the lack of a period at the end of the final line in the 1855 

edition, I argue that we should read it as yet another mysterious space left open for the 

reader. 

Catalogue as Attention  
 

So far, I have discussed two of the ways in which Whitman calls to his individual 

reader to participate in Leaves of Grass: by demonstrating the power of a subjective point of 

view, and by spurring the reader to action with a mystery to solve. In this section, I will 

explain how Whitman’s catalogue technique works to transmit his power to the reader. I 

discovered that catalogues that may look like a tally of a vast public are, in fact, a step-by-

step method of attuning to each person’s individual possibilities. Catalogues in this sense are 

long lists of words and images strung together. The items in the list may or may not relate to 

each other.  
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In a 1954 issue of Modern Philology, Stanley K. Coffmann, Jr. blames Emerson for 

Whitman’s use of lists: 

If one is a transcendentalist, he can substitute the sign for the thing signified, 

or for the purposes of poetry, he can reverse the process and be satisfied with 

their effectiveness. But not many readers will be content with this; if the 

catalogues are to be successful, they must function in such a way that their 

meaning comes from within the poem and to from a reference to something 

outside it. (225) 

Like any good New Critic, Coffman wants the poem stay on the page where it belongs; 

however, this is antithetical to Whitman’s project of transferring his presence to the reader. 

Recent critique such as Matt Miller’s 2009 article in Arizona Quarterly acknowledges 

the power of the Whitmanian catalogue as an effective system. Miller writes: 

Thus his well-known lists and catalogues—so puzzling (or irritating) to many 

of even his more sympathetic readers—form a system that aims toward a 

complete consensus of what it means to be American. . . . For Whitman, the 

authority of his catalogues of human types rests mostly in the vividness and 

empathy manifest in his capabilities for description. . . . W]hen Whitman 

describes one of his countrymen, he is frequently seeking 

no less a goal than to induce a rebirth of that individual into his ideal 

of spiritual democracy. (48, 55)  

I agree with Miller’s assessment that Whitman’s catalogues work through affinity. 

Furthermore, I argue that Whitman’s catalogue is not a mere representative sample, nor only 



 28 

a way to unify disparate parts; rather, Whitman uses attention as well as affinity to offer each 

a chance to participate in his poetry. 

Therefore, Whitman’s catalogues are a method to attend to each individual—a task 

that is impossible in real life, but entirely possible in the imagined space of Leaves of Grass. 

This attention is a way for him to connect with his reader, offering up what Allen Grossman 

called an “infinite distributability of affectionate presence” (878). Jason Frank (2010), 

reading Grossman, explains, “Whitman hoped to press in upon his readers as the surging 

crowds of Manhattan pressed in upon themselves and him, but—again in contrast to Emerson 

and Thoreau—he envisioned this proliferation of contact as stimulating difference rather than 

diminishing the individual” (192). 

What I would add to Grossman’s thematic interpretation (and Miller’s, Frank’s, and 

Coffman’s) is how Whitman tries to achieve contact through formal poetic techniques. 

Although there are many catalogues in “Song of Myself,” I have selected two examples for 

formal and thematic analysis. The first is from lines 146 to 159, beginning with the 

onomatopoeic “The blab of the pave . . . . the tires of carts and the sluff of bootsoles and talk 

of the promenaders” (146) and then meandering through carriages, illness, crowds, births, 

policemen, and prostitutes: 

The heavy omnibus, the driver with his interrogating thumb, the clank of the 

shod horses on the granite floor, 

The carnival of sleighs, the clinking and shouted jokes and pelts of snowballs; 

The hurrahs for popular favorites . . . . the fury of roused mobs, 

The flap of the curtained litter—the sick man inside, borne to the hospital, 

The meeting of enemies, the sudden oath, the blows and fall, 
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The excited crowd—the policeman with his star quickly working his passage 

to the centre of the crowd; 

The impassive stones that receive and return so many echoes, 

The souls moving along . . . . are they invisible while the least atom of the 

stones is visible? 

What groans of overfed or half-starved who fall on the flags sunstruck or in

  fits, 

What exclamations of women taken suddenly, who hurry home and give birth 

to babes, 

What living and buried speech is always vibrating here . . . . what howls 

restrained by decorum, 

Arrests of criminals, slights, adulterous offers made, acceptances, rejections 

with convex lips, 

I mind them or the resonance of them . . . . I come again and again. (146-159) 

This section’s onomatopoeic diction has the effect of equating poetry with real life by means 

of relating word and sound: “blab,” “sluff,” “clank,” “clinking,” “pelts,” “hurrahs,” and 

“flap” (146-150). T.V.F. Brogan and James M. Cocola note this theoretical implication in 

their definition of the term in The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics (2012): a 

“mimetic verbal effect” (974). Although I don’t know how Brogan and Cocola mean the 

term, I use “mimesis” here in the style of Plato’s Republic: concerning art’s ability to 

reproduce reality, and how that affects the reader (or listener, or viewer). If we return to 

Whitman’s Emerson-inflected Platonism, then the spiritual magnetism that holds together the 

chain of poetic inspiration (those links between the muse, the poet, and his reader) may in 
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fact be fueled by mimesis. Perhaps, Whitman’s poetry asks, the poet can only transmit the 

idea of magnetism rather than attract readers through his actual magnetic force? In testing 

how concept can reproduce through sound with the device of onomatopoeia, Whitman sets 

up an experiment that will allow him to test out how the poet’s magnetic inspiration will 

reproduce in the reader. 

Another of Whitman’s most prominent formal devices in Leaves of Grass is 

anaphora, a formal device that simultaneously reproduces unity and disunity. As Jessica 

Weare puts it in her entry in The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics (2012), 

“anaphora highlights poetic lines as discrete units while simultaneously binding those lines 

together” (50). In the above section, Whitman uses anaphora to repeat “the” nine times in a 

row at the start of each line (as well as within almost all these lines). He also repeats “what” 

three times. Anaphora provides a steady rhythm in metrically irregular lines. My scansion 

shows that a sample of three lines (146-149) from this section vary in terms of: (1) number of 

metrical feet, (2) length of metrical feet, (3) dominant metrical feet per line (whether it tends 

towards iambic, trochaic, etc.), and (4) pattern in which metrical feet appear. Therefore, 

Whitman’s use of anaphora provides a regular rhythm that anchors an otherwise 

asymmetrical catalogue. Thematically, anaphora achieves the effect of equal attention to each 

person or item in a list. 

The stanza concludes with a repetition (though not precisely anaphora) that shows 

how Whitman’s speaker must attend to each individual as he or she enacts his or her part in 

an individual democracy: “I mind them or the resonance of them . . . . I come again and 

again” (159). Whitman comes again and again to the catalogue, attending to each person as a 

world-creator. This line indicates either a cycle or a meandering through the crowd, passing 
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by some several times, but not others. Additionally, coming again and again refers to 

multiple orgasms, which intertwines the erotic and the crowd—perhaps a kind of group sex? 

Coming again and again also alludes to the Bible. Revelation 22 ends with a call to Jesus: 

“He who testifies to these things says, ‘Yes, I am coming quickly.’ Amen. Come, Lord 

Jesus.” Thinking of Whitman’s speaker in terms of Jesus allows for a constellation of 

meanings, including sex, rebirth, testifying, a foundational myth, and martyrdom. In the 

passage from Revelation, transcendent Jesus is constituted by individual testimony; by 

contrast, Whitman’s persona testifies to the catalogue as a way to constitute the transcendent 

souls of the crowd. There is a clear relationship between anaphora and religious texts.  

 Now that I have discussed the first catalogue section (lines 146-159), I will move on 

to a second catalogue (lines 257-325) that employs similar thematic and formal techniques. 

As in the previous example (lines 146-159), Whitman’s persona mostly disappears from the 

text in the long stanza from lines 257-325. This disappearance has the effect of turning over 

the stage to the individuals he describes. In this section, the speaker appears using “I” only 

five times. He appears only in lines 274, “The young fellow drives the express-wagon . . . . I 

love him though I do not know him;” 304, “(Miserable! I do not laugh at your oaths nor jeer 

you”); and 324-325, “And these one and all tend inward to me, and I tend outward to them, / 

And such as it is to be of these more or less I am.” In mostly subsuming his own point of 

view, Whitman’s speaker offers each person listed a moment of presence foregrounded over 

the poet’s experience. The last two lines of the stanza describe the transcendent experience of 

spirit—we’re made of the same universal stuff, all yearning to unify with nature as one. But 

these lines can just as easily refer to the impenetrable boundary between people. Here, the 

inward/outward forces represent magnetic opposition. Whitman’s speaker holds something 
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back here, glossing over the impenetrability of the boundary with the casual conclusion that 

he’s “more or less” rather than fully merged with the catalogue. He holds something of his 

private self apart from the broader scene, subtly building a boundary between himself and 

others.  

 This catalogue of occupations contains two scenes that portray Whitman’s theme of 

democracy. One democratic moment is the line “The President holds a cabinet council, he is 

surrounded by the great secretaries” (305). The second follows a bit later, “Seasons pursuing 

each other the indescribable crowd is gathered . . . . it is the Fourth of July . . . . what salutes 

of cannon and small arms!” (312). These lines act as a way for Whitman to be American. 

This Americanness works as an ordering principle to a listing impulse that could otherwise 

get out of hand (perhaps as a kind of transcendental ecstasy). By contrast, though, these 

images of American democracy could serve to subtly remind the reader—in a studied yet 

ostensibly casual manner—that he should focus his energies on creating the nation.  

 This catalogue does not derive its power from theme alone. Whitman employs the 

same poetic techniques as in the first catalogue I analyzed in detail: onomatopoeia and 

anaphora. However, I will take this opportunity to elaborate on a third poetic technique of 

Whitman’s catalogues: assonance and consonance (repetition of vowel and consonant sounds 

within the words of a line). A sample line repeats the short “i” sound: “The carpenter dresses 

his plank . . . . the tongue of his foreplane whistles its wild ascending lisp” (258). Another 

repeats long and short “d” sounds: “The deacons are ordained with crossed hands at the 

altar” (263). Whitman’s Leaves of Grass rejects old poetic forms, which includes end rhyme 

and even slant rhyme. Relating words together in new ways is another way to bring order to 

disorder. While we might expect cacophonous words in a catalogue of occupations, instead 
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we find euphony. The he diction in the catalogues can be said to have an affinity, which in 

turn becomes yet another way for Whitman to locate his diffuse power in the reader. 

 “A Song for Occupations” 
 

My observations about “Song of Myself” can be summed up as follows: Whitman 

instructs, seduces, and pays attention to the reader in order to help him or her reach a kind of 

transcendence, an experience of poetic power. His poetics in the 1855 Leaves of Grass 

centers on the idea of himself as the Emersonian poet, using a scientific-spiritual concept of 

attraction to bring the reader into contact with the divine. Attraction is like magnets, as in 

Plato’s Ion, and attraction is Whitman’s actual presence projected through the poem, 

reaching for the reader. In this section, I’ll add another ring to that Platonic chain of poetic 

inspiration: how “Song of Myself” moves into “A Song for Occupations” and takes on the 

questions of mediated experience and the values of the individual. 

Mediated Experience 

Where “Song of Myself” ends with an outstretched hand—“I stop some where 

waiting for you”—“A Song for Occupations” begins with a stronger seduction. Lines one 

through three invite the reader “close” with some variance: “Come closer”; “Push close”; and 

“Yield closer and closer.” The diction here is one of penetration and being penetrated, both 

as a sex act and transcendental union. Both poems place agency in the reader—particularly 

what gives the reader pleasure—to touch the speaker or refuse. What’s different about “A 

Song for Occupations” compared to “Song of Myself” is that it presents seduction as a 

siren’s call, offering “take the best I possess” (2) before insisting on a payment, “give me the 

best you possess” (3). This seduction is fraught due to the barrier of printed text between 

speaker and reader. Certainly, “Song of Myself” displays a similar anxiety about 
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transcending the text; yet I find that “A Song for Occupations” takes on the question of 

remove much more literally. 

The cause for this case of coitus interruptus or “unfinished business” in Whitman’s 

poem, is the problem of mediated experience. In lines four through six, Whitman’s speaker 

shifts tones from seduction to frustration: 

This is unfinished business with me . . . . how is it with you? 

I was chilled with the cold types and cylinder and wet paper between us. 

 

I pass so poorly with paper and types . . . . I must pass with the contact of 

bodies and souls. (4-6) 

The three-part list of type, cylinder, and paper represent multiple layers of separation 

between reader and speaker. The printing press can only reproduce an imprint of the speaker, 

not the person himself. Whitman could have chosen to focus on the human elements of the 

press, such as the hand that typesets (e.g., the metal type could be warm from touch). 

However, he laments that he is unable to input himself into this process; the line “I must pass 

with the contact of bodies and souls” turns to the body as a more original site of exchange 

than the mechanical printing press.  

The distance remains between poet and reader throughout the many editions of 

Leaves of Grass. Beginning in 1860 and continuing through 1891/92, Whitman ends Leaves 

with the poem “So Long,” which includes the now-famous lines “Camerado, this is no book, 

/ Who touches this touches a man” (53-54). These lines resonate backwards to the earliest 

edition’s initial concerns about an author connecting (in multiple senses) with his audience. 

Early on in “A Song for Occupations,” the speaker laments the mediation of the print 
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medium, wishing for “contact of bodies and souls” (6) rather than the coldness of paper, 

which the speaker describes in lines five and six: “I was chilled with the cold types and 

cylinder and wet paper between us. / I pass so poorly with paper and types.”  

Michael Moon deals with the questions of embodiment versus emotion, and what 

must substitute for the real in Whitman’s poems. In his 1991 Disseminating Whitman, Moon 

explains, 

In an attempt to ‘go beyond’ the modes of representing human embodiment in 

the discourse of his age, Whitman set himself the problem of attempting to 

project an actual physical presence in a literary text. At the heart of this 

problem was the impossibility of doing so literally, of successfully 

disseminating the author’s literal bodily presence through the medium of a 

book. As a consequence of this impossibility, Whitman found it necessary to 

undertake the project of producing metonymic substitutes for the author’s 

literal corporeal presence in the text. (5) 

For Moon, Whitman chooses metonymy to foreground the body, using literary text as a space 

of contact between writer and reader to reclaim the centrality of male pleasure inside and 

between male bodies (14). I agree with Moon’s assessment of literary space as imagined (or 

metonymic) space for interpersonal touch is particularly important. In “pass[ing] so poorly 

with paper and types,” Whitman’s speaker situates himself in the printed page, albeit with 

reservations about what gets lost in the process of making a book. Yet I would add to Moon’s 

assessment that Whitman does not seem to give up on transmitting his actual presence to the 

reader; that is, he pursues metonymic substitution, but does not abandon the quest for 

mimetic perfection. 
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Closeness—to use Whitman’s word—continually plays out in the rest of the poem, an 

“unfinished business” (4) with his reader. The idea of “unfinished business” harks back to the 

1855 Preface, which proclaims that a great poet never brings closure, but instead wakes his 

readers to action. Whitman writes, 

A great poem is no finish to a man or woman but rather a beginning. Has any 

one fancied he could sit at last under some due authority and rest satisfied 

with explanations and realize and be content and full? To no such terminus 

does the greatest poet bring . . . he brings neither cessation or sheltered fatness 

and ease. The touch of him tells in action. (634; ellipsis in original) 

Thus, a sense of the unfinished is by design rather than by coincidence. “Tells” is a verb that 

orders as well as narrates; telling what happened suggests a linear tale. In this last line, touch 

is the subject that has the power to tell—or rather, the power to list, tally, and order. In line 

seven, Whitman’s speaker enacts the kind of salutary touch described in this section of “A 

Song for Occupations.” Here, touch is no mere seduction, but rather a way to help the reader 

engage with the universe. In line seven Whitman writes, “I do not thank you for liking me as 

I am, and liking the touch of me . . . . I know that it is good for you to do so.” As the poem 

continues, the speaker’s touch urges the reader to question his (the speaker’s) authority, 

insisting that the reader join in the speaker’s process. 

The problem Whitman has set for himself is how to get the epic into the lyric, so that 

the grand actions of his democratic poem take place in the most private of places: the 

individual body. Traditional epic is a moribund genre for Whitman, who writes in the 1855 

Leaves of Grass Preface,  
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For such the expression of the American poet is to be transcendent and new. It 

is to be indirect and not direct or descriptive or epic. Its quality goes through 

these to much more. Let the age and wars of other nations be chanted and their 

eras and characters be illustrated and that finish the verse. Not so the great 

psalm of the republic. Here the theme is creative and has vista. (619) 

Whitman is working out how to take poetry’s traditional epic aim and make it “much 

more,” a task that continues through his whole life. In Democratic Vistas (1871), Whitman 

bemoans America’s lack of “original styles in literature” given the nation’s vast resources. 

He continues,  

What has America? With exhaustless mines of the richest ore of epic, lyric, 

tale, tune, picture, &c., in the Four Years’ War; with, indeed, I sometimes 

think, the richest masses of material ever afforded a nation, more variegated, 

and on a larger scale—the first sign of proportionate, native, imaginative Soul, 

and first-class works to match, is, (I cannot too often repeat,) so far wanting. 

(Whitman, Complete Prose 247) 

What Whitman must do is find a way to take these generic building blocks—epic, lyric, tale, 

tune, picture, etc.—and combine them into a new form: one that can create a new American 

literature in a way that the single genre cannot achieve. In the 1855 Leaves Whitman mixes 

genres, turning to an epic-lyric in order to overcome barriers between reader and speaker.  

Just as he began “A Song for Occupations” by rejecting mediated experience in favor 

of interpersonal contact, the speaker returns after about fifty lines to reiterate the same stance. 

He says, slyly withholding, “There is something that comes home to one” (48), but doesn’t 

define this something. Instead, he reminds us that whatever the “something” is, it can only be 
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named by the addressee; here, individual contact with the world is prized over a mediated 

experience. The poem continues, 

It is not what is printed or preached or discussed . . . . it eludes discussion 

and print 

It is not to be put in a book . . . . it is not in this book, 

It is for you whoever you are . . . it is no farther from you than your 

hearing or sight are from you, 

It is hinted by nearest and commonest and readiest . . . . it is not them, 

though it is endlessly provoked by them . . . . What is there ready 

and near you now? (48-51) 

In lines forty-eight through fifty-one, Whitman again refers to print and books, pairing 

philosophical questioning with anxiety about whether Leaves of Grass is mere representation 

rather than reality. Whatever this “something” is, it is not language. Line forty-eight insists 

you can’t write “it” down or say “it,” and line forty-nine reiterates that “it” is ephemeral and 

leaves no trace in words. Whitman’s speaker urges the reader to use her senses to access this 

knowledge in line fifty, explaining that her powers of perception are readily at hand: “it is no 

farther from you than your hearing or sight are from you.” Line fifty-one asks the reader to 

take action, seeking value in the everyday. Whitman’s speaker repeats “near” and “ready” in 

this line in order to emphasize the quotidian as a method for poetic access to the universe. 

Whitman asks the reader to do the work of connecting “dumb real objects” to some 

kind of whole. Of course, this is overlaid by the idea that the reader will read Leaves of Grass 

and become part of the Platonic or Emersonian chain of re-ordering the universe. The way to 

accomplish this task is to turn away from the problem of mediated experience and towards 
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the power of radical subjectivity. A book seen as a record of someone else’s observed 

experience becomes inferior to the reality of one’s own lived experience. Yet Whitman too 

must get to the reader through his book, which is his only means to open us up. 

I read the question in line fifty-one, “What is there ready and near you now?”, as an 

opening for Whitman to draw his reader’s attention from the mediated experience of the book 

to the subjective experience of the world around him. He uses the authority of his speaker’s 

voice to insist that there is a natural world more powerful than the printed word. Images of 

reading (53-56) and institutions (71-72) are less powerful than those of nature: “The sun and 

the stars that float in the open air” (57) versus “Old institutions . . . . these arts libraries 

legends collections” (71). Lines sixty-five through seventy contrast several real phenomena 

with their representations: landscape versus painting, people versus heroic songs, gravity 

versus scientific theory, land and sea versus maps, stars versus (man-delineated) 

constellations, and farming versus agriculture tables. Even the Constitution is a 

representation of ideas, not the ideas themselves, which Whitman points out: 

We thought our Union grand and our Constitution grand; 

I do not say they are not grand and good—for they are, 

I am this day just as much in love with them as you, 

But I am eternally in love with you and with all my fellows upon the earth. 

(74-77) 

In this comparison, the Constitution lives for a day, but humanity has a life well beyond mere 

politics. 

After the line “All doctrines, all politics and civilization exurge from you,” which I 

discussed in this chapter’s introduction, Whitman lists some other things that emerge from 
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the reader or exist only for her pleasure, such as “sculpture and monuments” (88), “histories 

and statistics” (89), “architecture” (92), and “music” (94). In fact, these phenomena—

humanity’s greatest aesthetic accomplishments—exist only because there is a reader to 

breathe life into them, an ideal audience to appreciate them. Exurging is linked to breathing, 

a natural process that sustains us, and over which we have limited control. Whitman writes, 

“If you were not breathing and walking here where would they all be? / The most renowned 

poems would be ashes . . . . orations and plays would be vacuums” (90-91). 

Where “Song of Myself” ends by imagining a future in which the reader continues the 

speaker’s mission, “A Song for Occupations” recalls the reader’s importance in the past. 

Surprising for a poem of democracy, there is a kingly pleasure for the reader to be found in 

surveying her domain. Lines ninety-two to ninety-three ask the reader to act as patron, 

dedicating buildings designed him: “All architecture is what you do to it when you look upon 

it; / Did you think it was in the white or gray stone? or the lines of the arches and cornices?” 

Similarly, the music and chorus references in lines ninety-four to ninety-six evoke a court 

spectacle. 

All music is what awakens from you when you are reminded by the 

instruments, 

It is not the violins and the cornets . . . . it is not the oboe nor the beating 

drums—nor the notes of the baritone singer singing his sweet romanza 

. . . . nor those of the men’s chorus, nor those of the women’s chorus, 

It is nearer and farther than they. 

In fact, the reader as origin of music is more than an earthly ruler. He is cast as an essential 

component of the music of the spheres, the theory put forth by Pythagoras in which planets 
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emit a kind of music. In Whitman’s retelling, the reader him- or herself is a planetary body, 

simultaneously “near” and “far” from earth by working as part of a universal harmonic order.  

Whitman uses “A Song for Occupations” to continue to valorize the individual 

perspective (the private) over a mediated experience (the public). However, he complicates 

this idea when he wonders what happens to the whole when we focus too much on the 

individual: 

Will the whole come back then? 

Can each see the signs of the best by a look in the lookingglass? Is there 

nothing greater or more? 

Does all sit there with you and here with me? (97-99) 

These three lines express doubt in Whitman’s decision to favor the (private) one over the 

(public) many. First, Whitman asks, do we lose the whole of America by focusing too much 

on the individuals that make up that whole? Although I claim that Whitman privileges the 

relationship between the individual reader and the poet as the site of poetic power, this 

passage demonstrates that it is, at times, a difficult decision. The diction of the next 

question—“Is there nothing greater or more?”—contradicts some of the earlier triumph in 

finding value in the individual. Moreover, this line simultaneously expresses doubt about 

finding “the best” of humanity in one single person, as well as anxiously ruminating about 

what might happen to someone who stumbles on the path to self-reliance, ending up at mere 

self-absorption. The third and final question of this stanza laments the loss of connection 

between speaker and reader if Whitman achieves his aim. Once he attracts the reader to the 

Platonic chain of poetic power, the relationship between poet and reader will change. 
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Whitman asks if transferring his power to the reader will result in a loss of connection 

between them (99).  

 This section of the poem evokes Whitman’s later poem “A Hand-Mirror,” which 

reiterates the dangers of solipsism. The speaker sees a distorted self in the first two lines: 

“Hold it up sternly—see this is sends back, (who is it? is it you?) / Outside fair costume, 

within ashes and filth.” The danger of the looking-glass is that you are narcissistically drawn 

to what you see, which is what Whitman refers to in “A Song for Occupations” when he 

writes, “Is there nothing greater or more?” He ends “A Hand-Mirror” with the cautionary tale 

of the monster created by too much self-reflection: 

Words babble, hearing and touch callous, 

No brain, no heart left, no magnetism of sex; 

Such from one look in this looking-glass ere you go hence, 

Such a result so soon—and from such a beginning! (9-12) 

Therefore, the question “Does all sit there with you and here with me?” from “A Song for 

Occupations” is asking if subjectivity will end rather than begin a poetic project. In William 

Blake’s work, the Covering Cherub is the dark side of truth that Whitman’s speaker sees in 

the mirror. Ultimately, Whitman must find a way to both demonstrate the power of the 

individual while guarding against the dangers of subjectivity as narcissism.  

“The Sleepers” 
 

My reading of the poems “A Song for Occupations” and “Song of Myself” 

demonstrates that Leaves of Grass is Whitman’s attempt to position the reader as heir to 

America’s poetic power. Although he has reservations—the dangers of solipsism, whether 

mimesis or metonymy can better transmit Whitman’s own poetic power, to name two—at 
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this point in his 1855 book project, Whitman still stands by this decision to privilege the 

individual, the private, and the subjective over the public and the objective. “Song of Myself” 

and “A Song for Occupations” are arranged next to each other in order in this edition. The 

next question that emerges is how Whitman’s project changes as he arranges the poems. To 

answer it, I turn to “The Sleepers,” which comes in the first half of Leaves of Grass, between 

“To Think of Time” and “I Sing the Body Electric.” The Preface and “Song of Myself” work 

together to outline Whitman’s theoretical concerns, while each later poem takes on one or 

two of these concerns in detail.  

Night Vision 
 

Unlike the other poems I have discussed in this chapter, “The Sleepers” begins with 

the private moment of one’s own dreaming, one of the most personal spaces. Yet Whitman 

makes the private visible, rendering it open to public scrutiny. While Whitman has moments 

of public scrutiny in “Song of Myself,” he emphasizes these moments more intensely in “The 

Sleepers.” He makes visible the speaker’s dream from the first line: “I wander all night in my 

vision.” At the same time, the speaker-voyeur has a one-way view of others, while unaware 

that the reader is observing him in the same way. The first two stanzas begin the poem with 

an intimate gaze, seen in the diction of vision: “my vision”; “Bending with open eyes over 

the shut eyes”; “Pausing and gazing”; and “How solemn they look there.” In these first few 

stanzas, the speaker observes only the external features of the sleepers, that they’re “stretched 

and still” (6) and where they sleep, such as the “children in their cradles” (7). The tone shifts 

from the peaceful to the grotesque, though, as the speaker travels further in his dream. 
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In “The Sleepers,” Whitman does not comfort so much as he strips bare, cataloguing 

visceral images of the damned with the cycle of life. For example, the following section 

reads:  

The wretched features of ennuyees, the white features of corpses, the 

sick-gray faces of onanists, 

The gashed bodies on battlefields, the insane in their strong-doored rooms, 

The sacred idiots, 

The newborn emerging from gates and the dying emerging from gates, 

The night pervades and enfolds them. (8-11) 

The diction of this stanza relies on connotations of death and bodily harm, particularly in the 

descriptions of color as “white,” “livid,” and “sick-gray” (8). These are not healthy faces. 

Thematically, these are the faces of the damned: an “ennyuee” suffering from melancholy, a 

corpse, an alcoholic, and a chronic masturbator. These images come quickly as the reader is 

inundated with faces: the damned, the bloody (“the gashed bodies”), the insane locked away, 

a baby, and a corpse. This catalogue pivots drastically with the line “The night pervades them 

and enfolds them.” I argue that the conclusion to this stanza attempts to swing the poem back 

to the calm of night, yet falls short. 

This weak closure urges us to reconsider our initial reading of the opening scene as a 

calm one. The poem teaches us to re-read it as we move through it. Thus, “I wander all night 

in my vision” is no longer a dreamy midnight stroll, but a ceaseless punishment. Whitman’s 

diction unsettles us, describing the fitful wandering: “Wandering and confused . . . . lost to 

myself . . . . ill-assorted . . . . contradictory.” The phrase “Lost to myself” is particularly eerie. 

In one sense, it evokes a dream world or fantasy indistinguishable from life. Similarly, in 
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“Ode to a Nightingale” (1819), John Keats’ speaker returns from his fever dream or poetic 

fancy to reality, yet is unable to determine which was more real (in the final two lines, he 

asks, “Was it a vision, or a waking dream? / Fled is that music:—Do I wake or sleep?”). To 

be lost to oneself implies a dual self: one that thinks and one that does, a disjunction familiar 

from our dreams. 

Despite Whitman’s thematic emphasis on disconnection, it also offers contrasting 

scenes of domestic bliss. For example, “The married couple sleep calmly in their bed, he with 

his palm on the hip of the wife, and she with her palm on the hip of the husband” 

demonstrates symmetry and duality (12). Yet these comforting images do not captivate the 

speaker’s spirit: he returns to the company of the “worstsuffering and restless” (24): the 

prisoner (17), the murderer on the way to the gallows (18), the usurer (22), and the 

unrequited lover (20-21). The speaker is clearly attracted to these complicated figures more 

than to the peaceful ones, perhaps because he can minister to them. Whitman describes the 

speaker soothing these characters: “I stand with drooping eyes by the worstsuffering and 

restless, / I pass my hands soothingly to and fro a few inches from them; / The restless sink in 

their beds . . . . they fitfully sleep” (24-26). Two things are clear about the sleep-spell that the 

speaker casts; first, it exhausts him (“drooping eyes”), and second, it’s a temporary fix 

(“fitfully sleep”).  

Whitman’s speaker begins separate from humanity, even separate from himself, yet is 

uncontrollably attracted to his sleepers. This attraction is more chemical than erotic, similar 

to how Whitman writes at the beginning of “Song of Myself,” “For every atom belonging to 

me as good belongs to you.” Isaac Newton’s Opticks, almost one hundred fifty years old 

when Whitman was writing, uses words like “attract” and “force” to describe how atoms are 
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drawn together to make chemical compounds. Here, Whitman connects atomic theory and an 

Emersonian-inflected transcendentalism in which nature and spirit are made of the same 

stuff. After all, as Barbara Packer points out, Emerson read a bit of Opticks through David 

Brewster’s work (74-75). The way this interest in attraction, as a scientific process plays out 

in this poem is that the sleeping speaker is drawn beyond his control from a moment of 

supreme privacy (the dreams generated inside his head by his individual brain) to seeking 

connection to numerous other sleeping bodies. Whitman’s speaker has little choice in the 

matter: to “wander all night” puts him out of sorts (he is “ill-assorted . . . . contradictory”), 

but he cannot escape his fate. 

Puzzlingly, it seems that as Whitman’s speaker connects with the other sleepers, he is 

separated further from them. Whitman plays with scale in the following section: 

The restless sink in their beds . . . . they fitfully sleep. 

 

The earth recedes from me into the night, 

I saw that it was beautiful . . . . and I see that what is not the earth is 

beautiful.  

 

I go from bedside to bedside . . . . I sleep close with the other sleepers, 

each in turn; (26-29) 

The speaker travels first from a group of bodies (what seems like the public, or large-scale), 

then to the solar system (suddenly a group of bodies seems small-scale). Finally, he returns to 

the small-scale (touching just one body, the realm of the private). All of this travel takes 

place in four lines. Shifting scale has a disorienting effect, which keeps with the theme of the 
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entirety of “The Sleepers.” The speaker moves back to a small-scale point of view to “sleep 

close with the other sleepers, each in turn” (29). Yet somehow the scale of interpersonal 

connection allows him to occupy more spaces: the domestic (cuddling husbands and wives, 

babies in cradles) and the institutional (the hospital, the jail).  

Just as in “Song of Myself” and “A Song for Occupations,” Whitman uses “The 

Sleepers” to articulate his poetics: focusing on the individual will eventually reverberate 

throughout the whole of time and space. The speaker’s connection with others—literally 

sharing their beds—prompts another change of scale to a kind of ghost world outside of time. 

This place seems to be an outdoor space dominated by dualities having to do with visibility 

versus obscurity. It is lit by both “new moon and twilight” (33), offers hidden “douceurs” or 

pleasures that the speaker can see but not touch (34), and is located “where it is neither 

ground or sea” (35). Moreover, the repetition of “Cache and cache again” is grammatically 

ambiguous; as a verb, it means the act of storing something away, and as a noun it refers to 

the finding or uncovering of a stash—or the stash itself (35). In these lines, the speaker joins 

a band of ghosts on the path to darkness. The band is a merry one: “I am a dance . . . . Play 

up there!” (32); “I am the everlaughing” (33); and most significantly, “Onward we move, a 

gay gang of blackguards with mirthshouting music and wild-flapping pennants of joy” (41). 

This moment of joy is short-lived, as Whitman questions whether connection is 

possible when both poet and reader are assaulted by death, loss, and failure. At this point in 

the 1855 Leaves of Grass, Whitman is working out how his readers might go about re-

ordering the world. Returning to Plato’s Ion, we can ask what might happen if the reader is 

attracted to, but not transformed by, the great pull of poetic inspiration? Or in the Emersonian 

sense, what if the reader receives the universe, but is unable to impart it? Perhaps most 
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directly relevant to “The Sleepers”: what happens to the chain when one of its links is broken 

by death? Whitman describes a sense of passivity: the speaker watches, but cannot reach, a 

dying swimmer.  

Death, Loss, and Failure 
 

While in the two poems I’ve analyzed from the 1855 Leaves of Grass, Whitman 

locates poetic power in the reader as a way to negotiate between public and private, epic and 

lyric, the ideal and the real, “The Sleepers” offers the strongest objection to his theory. 

Whitman struggles here against the realization that his solution—the body—is a fragile 

vessel for his poetic ambitions. He confronts the danger that he may reach superbly and yet 

not grasp, neither awaken nor save anyone. The speaker admires “a beautiful gigantic 

swimmer swimming naked,” then despairingly realizes he cannot stop his death. “I hate the 

swift-running eddies that would dash him headforemost on the rocks” (84), the speaker 

remarks, and hates them again when they achieve their aim. “Steady and long he struggles” 

(87), but “The slapping eddies are spotted with his blood . . . . they bear him away” (89) as a 

“brave corpse” (91). The sense of distance between reader and speaker that has pervaded this 

chapter returns here. A few lines later, Whitman’s persona describes helplessly watching a 

shipwreck: 

I look where the ship helplessly heads on . . . I hear the burst a she strikes  

. . . I hear the howls of dismay . . . they grow fainter and fainter. 

 

I cannot aid with my wringing fingers; 

I can but rush to the surf and let it drench me and freeze upon me. (96-98) 
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In these lines, death becomes the ultimate barrier between reader and speaker. Here locating 

power in someone else is as dangerous as locating it entirely in yourself (i.e., in the looking-

glass). Humanity writ large is certainly immortal, as Whitman posits in “A Song for 

Occupations,” but people will still always die. What happens to the Platonic chain of 

inspiration if it is found in the individuals, but the individuals die before they can pass it on? 

At the beginning of “Experience,” it seems as though Emerson prefigures Whitman’s image 

of the swimmer and concerns about human frailty: “All things swim and glitter. Our life is 

not so much threatened as our perception” (198). In this sense, death is not a loss, so long as 

the individual has played his part in creating the world (yet for Emerson this is scant comfort 

in the face of the death). Similarly, “Experience” begins by asking what happens if we live, 

but do not have the power that Whitman imagines we have. Emerson writes, 

Did our birth fall in some fit of indigence and frugality in nature, that she was 

so sparing of her fire and so liberal of her earth, that it appears to us that we 

lack the affirmative principle, and though we have health and reason, yet we 

have no superfluity of spirit for new creation? (198) 

Emerson concedes that we may have played our part in the divine Platonic chain even if we 

do not seem to have done anything. He writes, “In times when we thought ourselves indolent, 

we have afterwards discovered that much was accomplished, and much was begun in us” 

(Emerson 198). 

 For Whitman, like Emerson, death is part of the distance between us. The inability of 

the speaker in “The Sleepers” to save the swimmer responds to Emerson’s dictum that “An 

innavigable sea washes with silent waves between us and things we aim at and converse 
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with” (Emerson 199-200). “The Sleepers” also responds to Matthew Arnold’s “To 

Marguerite: Continued” (1852): 

Yes! in the sea of life enisled,  

With echoing straits between us thrown,  

Dotting the shoreless watery wild,  

We mortal millions live alone. (1-4) 

If the poet’s role is to order the universe, he must order even tragedy; if the poet’s role is to 

pass on his power to the individual reader, he must acknowledge that his power may die with 

the reader. The mission of the poet in Whitman’s example is to acknowledge and attend to 

the individual despite loss and failure. 

Conclusion 
 

In “Song of Myself,” Whitman teases the reader, asking, “Have you felt so proud to 

get at the meaning of poems?” (34). Concluding a chapter on Whitman is a vexed project, 

given his refusal to “finish the verse,” as he says in the 1855 Preface. Ending with failure, 

death, and loss in “The Sleepers” brings up the question of whether Whitman’s poetic project 

in the first edition of Leaves of Grass was a failure—a question that is asked of Hart Crane’s 

and Pablo Neruda’s long poems as well. Whitman’s poetic project was to reconcile 

America’s vastness with the specificity of its people, using the site of interpersonal exchange 

between poetic speaker and reader as a method to achieve his aim. By my account, then, 

whether his project succeeds or fails is up to the reader. As critics, we cannot evaluate 

whether, using the Platonic model, Whitman has succeeded in transmitting the divine spark 

of poetry into someone else. 
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Grossman describes how Whitman used his “affectionate presence” to reproduce 

himself for the reader. Here, the problem is one of mimetic reproduction. The death of an 

individual is not the end of representation; Grossman finds that Whitman diffuses his 

presence through everyone and everything (881). To return to the image in Plato’s Ion, 

Whitman would not be one link in a magnetic chain between divine inspiration and other 

poets. By contrast, the poet’s presence would be the science (or magic) of magnetic attraction 

itself. Yet as Grossman points out, this presence does not happen naturally; Whitman must 

overcome “the resistance of history and mind,” which is an impossible task. For Moon, 

building on Grossman, the problem is metonymy, or Whitman’s ability to substitute—what 

Moon calls “disseminate”—a poetic version of himself for his real self. Moon argues that 

Whitman often turns to the intimacy of the body as the site of this substitution. Again, the 

problem is that Whitman cannot transform himself into a poem. 

Clearly, Grossman and Moon believe that Whitman fails in his desired aim to 

transcend reality (and time, and space) to become one with the reader. But I am not 

convinced that Whitman really thinks he can achieve this aim. Confronted with the likely 

failure of insisting he can transcend reality, he turns to the untraceable, indefinite possibilities 

of the reader. Thus, presence is targeted rather than diffuse, and by attending to the 

individual, Whitman’s hope is that the universal will take care of itself. 

I argue that Whitman has an enduring poetic legacy precisely because readers, and 

especially readers who are also poets, heed his call for the individual to finish the verse. In 

many ways, his work prefigures the modernist concern for newness (which is discussed in 

my next chapter on Hart Crane). As I mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, Whitman 
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insists that an American poetry must be unfinished in order to “have vista” in the 1855 

Preface. 

For such the expression of the American poet is to be transcendent and new. It 

is to be indirect and not direct or descriptive or epic. Its quality goes through 

these to much more. Let the age and wars of other nations be chanted and their 

eras and characters be illustrated and that finish the verse. Not so the great 

psalm of the republic. Here the theme is creative and has vista. (619) 

Vista in this case is a vision of both past and future, a creative agent in the sense of its 

originative ability (being able to create). Much as Whitman took Emerson’s “The Poet” as an 

invitation to become America’s poet, so too did others with Whitman’s last line “I stop some 

where waiting for you” (1336). In fact, as I will show in my next chapter, Hart Crane takes 

on Whitman’s challenge to overcome the problem of “mystic synthesis” in The Bridge 

(1930). Unlike Whitman, Crane insists that we can overcome mimesis and access the original 

directly—more like Emerson’s assertions in Nature rather than “The Poet.” Looking ahead to 

Crane, a creative vista presents an antidote to mimesis in that it offers direct access to the 

original rather than to a reproduction. 
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Chapter 3: “I begin to feel myself directly connected with 
Whitman”: Hart Crane’s The Bridge (1930) 

 
Introduction: Hart Crane, Walt Whitman, and a Poetics of Vista 
 

In a letter to Gorham Munson on March 2, 1923, Hart Crane effuses: 
 

The more I think about my Bridge poem the more thrilling its symbolical 

possibilities become, and since my reading of you and [Waldo] Frank (I 

recently bought City Block) I begin to feel myself directly connected with 

Whitman. I feel myself in currents that are positively awesome in their extent 

and possibilities. (327-328)5 

In 1924, he brags to his mother Grace, “Gorham [Munson] has made the astounding assertion 

that the poem [“Faustus and Helen”] was the greatest poem written in America since Walt 

Whitman!” (388). As Crane goes on writing his epic poem in over the next seven years, he 

returns to Whitman in his reading and letters, culminating in Book IV of The Bridge, titled 

“Cape Hatteras.” Crane’s speaker implores, “Walt, tell me, Walt Whitman, if infinity / Be 

still the same as when you walked the beach / Near Paumanok” (47-49). Whether Whitman is 

someone to emulate or surpass, he looms large in Crane’s imagination. It is clear that Crane 

believes himself to be an heir to Whitman’s poetic power. 

As I discussed in Chapter Two, one of Whitman’s main concerns in the 1855 Leaves 

of Grass is the relationship between poet and reader, as a way to resolve the larger question 

of whether America is constituted by its parts or its whole. In the end, Whitman settles on the 

subjective experience of the single reader as the generative power that creates America. Hart 

                                                
5 All citations in this chapter refer to either a page number in the Library of America edition 
of Crane (for prose and letters), or line number (for poems). I only use the “p.” designation to 
avoid confusion when moving quickly between poems and prose/letters. 
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Crane responds to Leaves of Grass by heeding Whitman’s call for each reader to become the 

true poet, the one who creates the world through his dreaming. In two poems from the 1855 

edition of Leaves, later titled “A Song for Occupations” and “The Sleepers,” Whitman 

gestures toward a method to achieve transcendental poetic power—it’s in you, reader!—and 

asks us to take on faith that his method of transmitting this power, while diffuse, will work in 

at least one of us. Whitman accepts that he cannot transcend reality in his poetry (the 

problem of representation); his solution is to turn to the reader in the hopes that someone else 

can use the Whitmanian method outlined in Leaves of Grass to overcome mimesis and access 

originary power directly. 

Hart Crane commits more fully to a Whitmanian transcendentalism in his poetry than 

Whitman himself, extending the scope of Whitman’s America to include time as well as 

space. Crane’s poetic speaker goes a step further than Whitman’s by accessing and then 

altering history. Whitman’s speaker, even when he goes back in time, sticks mostly with the 

nineteenth century. Further, he can only bear witness to small moments (e.g., watching the 

Battle of the Alamo in “Song of Myself”). By contrast, the speaker in Crane’s The Bridge 

spends most of his time in a transhistorical space, returning to and revising the origin stories 

of the Americas. 

Crane began planning his poem in 1923. Since at least 1926, Crane intended to begin 

with Columbus in the fifteenth century (Book I) and move through Jamestown in the 

seventeenth century (Book II), before returning to the “purgatory” of the present (Crane 440-

441). These journeys were to end with the final book on the bridge, a symbol that offers an 

escape from linear time forever. 
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One of the biggest challenges for Crane’s project is the allure of the past. In returning 

to the past to remake the present (a project Pablo Neruda also takes on, and which I discuss 

in Chapter Four), the danger is the return journey to the present—an anxiety clearly visible in 

Book I, “Ave Maria,” where the speaker Columbus wonders if he’ll survive his return 

journey to Spain. For Whitman, by contrast, the problem is transcendence. In Whitman’s 

poetry, only the reader may cross the veil into an Emersonian power; the possibility of what 

Crane calls “mystic synthesis” 6 is only for the reader, not the speaker of the poem (nor 

Whitman himself). The problem for Crane’s speaker is not crossing the border, but rather 

crossing back through it to the present, and carrying with him the experiences of that other 

place. 

In other words, Whitman gathers together the disparate parts of the present that make 

up each reader, and “indicates the path” for them (as Emerson puts it in “The Poet”) to join 

the great Platonic chain of poetic inspiration that transmits divine power from muse, to poet, 

to listener. Whereas Whitman’s speaker cannot take the reader to that space of poetic 

inspiration—he gets right up to the line, but never crosses it—Crane’s speaker easily enters 

the imagined poetic space that I call Whitman’s poetic vista. The speaker in The Bridge more 

successfully than Whitman’s transcends time and space to relive and remake the past. Yet the 

problem for Crane is that the past is so attractive, he struggles to bring his speaker back. In a 

dark mood, Crane complains to Waldo Frank in a letter from June 20, 1926: 

The form of my poem rises out of a past that so overwhelms the present with 

its worth and vision that I’m at a loss to explain my delusion that there exist 

any real links between that past and a future worthy of it. The “destiny” is 

                                                
6 In a letter to Gorham Munson (1923), Crane describes what will become The Bridge as a 
“mystical synthesis of ‘America” (O My Land 130). 
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long since completed, perhaps the little last section of my poem is a hangover 

echo of it— . . . If only America were half as worthy today to be spoken of as 

Whitman spoke of it fifty years ago there might be something for one to say— 

(467; my ellipsis) 

Where Whitman uses vista to project into the future, Crane uses vista to look at the world, 

specifically the past, through Whitman’s eyes. 

I have settled on the term vista to describe a Whitmanian poetics of vision. Defined 

by Whitman in the 1855 Preface, vista is: 

• a creative power that moves us from what is to what can be (moving “through 

these [poetic forms] to much more”) 

• a way to disrupt a linear narrative of past, present, and future (i.e., allowing for a 

simultaneity of time)—which also applies to dissolving the fixity of borders 

between nations and places 

• a unification of the body and the spirit (the ocular and the oracular), as in both the 

biological/neurological process of seeing, and the mystical power of prophecy—a 

rearticulation of Emerson’s transparent eye-ball in Nature 

• a refusal of fixity, and a prefiguration of the kind of continuous present described 

by twentieth-century modernist writers (e.g., Stein, Joyce, Eliot, and Woolf) 

Crane takes up Whitman’s concept of vista, but adds to it. The Cranean vista is the 

Whitmanian vista and more, specifically: 

• direct access to the original (an antidote to art as mimesis, or reproduction, rather 

than the thing itself)  

• a synthesizing force  
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• a spiritual practice 

For Crane, Whitman represents “The Spiritual body of America” in The Bridge (440). 

Crane’s way of looking at the world—a Cranean poetics of vista—participates in a genealogy 

of poets who rely on vision as a theoretical building block (from Emerson to Whitman, from 

Whitman to Crane, and as I will discuss in Chapter Four, from Whitman to Pablo Neruda).7 

Most Whitmanian, perhaps, is Crane’s interest in an epic of through-ness. In “General Aims 

and Theories” (1925), Crane writes: “It is my hope to go through the combined materials of 

the poem, using our ‘real’ world somewhat as a spring-board, and to give the poem as a 

whole an orbit or predetermined direction of its own” (163; italics in original). After 

considering how Crane structures The Bridge as a whole, I explore Crane’s use of materials 

via formal and thematic analysis in Books I, VIII, and IV of the epic. 

Structure of The Bridge 
 
Epigraphs as Structure 

The Bridge is made up of eight books or cantos, in addition to a proem titled “To Brooklyn Bridge.” Each book (but 
not the proem) begins with an epigraph from a major literary figure, as seen in  

Table 1 (below). 

                                                
7 As Barbara Packer points out, Emerson was fascinated with vision from a biographical 
standpoint (his own health problems) and as a metaphor in his writings. Every time I reread 
Nature, I find more vision metaphors, such as in the opening paragraph: 

Our age is retrospective. It builds the sepulchres of the fathers. It writes 
biographies, histories, and criticism. The foregoing generations beheld God 
and nature face to face; we, through their eyes. Why should not we also 
enjoy an original relation to the universe? Why should not we have a poetry 
and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to 
us, and not the history of theirs? (Emerson 27; my emphasis) 
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Book of The Bridge Epigraph Author 

Proem, “To Brooklyn Bridge” --  

Book I, “Ave Maria” Seneca 

Book II, “Powhatan’s Daughter” John Smith 

Book III, “Cutty Sark” Herman Melville 

Book IV, “Cape Hatteras” Walt Whitman 

Book V, “Three Songs” Christopher Marlowe 

Book VI, “Quaker Hill” Isadora Duncan, Emily Dickinson 

Book VII, “The Tunnel” William Blake 

Book VIII, “Atlantis” Plato 

 

Table 1: Epigraphs and Central Figures of the Books of The Bridge 

One of the ways to examine the structure of The Bridge is by reading the authors quoted at 

the beginning of each book as an architecture of the epic poem. These epigraph figures move 

geographically from Greece to U.S. America (first Virginia, then New York), with a trans-

Atlantic voyage to England, then a journey across Europe to Russia, broadly speaking, then 

back to the U.S. (Amherst). After returning to England again, the final epigraph writer takes 

us to Rome. The significance of these crossings is that, while linear, they are not circular. 

Crane does not aim for a return to origin in an orderly pattern. Instead, he uses these epigraph 

figures as a network or constellation of inspiration. (I argue in Chapter Four that Crane’s 

poetics take the shape of an asterisk.) Similarly, the epigraph authors are pulled into to the 

present of Crane’s poem from various time periods: classical Greco-Roman antiquity, then, 

in an anti-chronological order, the sixteenth through twentieth centuries. Here, Crane 

compresses time as something easily navigable. Moving from, for example, Seneca (4 BCE 

through 65 CE) to John Smith (1580-1631) between books of The Bridge reveals Crane’s 
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poetic purpose: through his poetry, to generate a mystical power where a thousand years can 

pass in the blink of an eye. 

 We can also examine the quotations themselves to extrapolate a structure. The 

example of Seneca in Book I, “Ave Maria,” has a particularly important role for Crane’s 

project. In Medea (around 50 CE), Seneca has the Chorus offer a prophecy: 

  Venient annis, saecula seris, 

  Quibus Oceanus vincula rerum 

  Laxet et ingens pateat tellus 

  Tethysque novos detegat orbes 

  Nec sit terries ultima Thule. (Seneca) 

This quote is translated as “There will come an age in the far-off years when Ocean shall 

unloose the bonds of things, when the whole broad earth shall be revealed, when Tethys shall 

disclose new worlds and Thule not be the limit of the lands” (Seneca). In addition to the 

textual evidence that Crane was interested in Medea (he briefly mentions Jason and the 

Argonauts’ journey in Book VIII, “Atlantis”), it turns out that Christopher Columbus quoted 

this passage from Seneca in a letter back to Spain in 1503. Diskin Clay traces how this 

passage worked for Columbus, explaining: 

Seneca’s prophecy . . . came alive again in the late fifteenth century, when it 

was confirmed by Columbus’ discovery of the “Indies.” . . . Seneca’s 

prophecy is instanced as one of the claims of the ancients—persons of great 

learning—whose authority convinced Columbus that he could reach India not 

by the overland route of Marco Polo but west from the extremities of Spain 

and Africa. (617-618) 
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Thus, Crane comes to Seneca through Columbus; that is, he does not have to go all the way 

back to ancient Greece to encounter the power of Medea. Moreover, Columbus for Crane is 

the vessel through which literature is transmitted between cultures (setting aside for now the 

disease and violence that Columbus also brought to the New World). The Seneca epigraph 

serves two functions. First, it presents a view of literature as something reinvigorated at 

different times throughout history and geography. As such, literary history is always already 

transnational and transhistorical, which means that Crane doesn’t so much have to make the 

case for a transnational/transhistorical literature as merely uncover and share it. Second, the 

epigraph presents a metaphor for an expanding world, which is one of Crane’s purposes in 

crafting The Bridge. He, too, seeks to loose the bonds/bounds of the known power of poetry 

in order to achieve his project of mystic synthesis. 

 While the prophecy of a new world begins The Bridge, Whitman’s epigraph in Book 

IV, “Cape Hatteras,” imagines all the new worlds discovered. Crane selects the lines “The 

seas all crossed, / weathered the capes, the voyage done . . .” from Whitman’s “Passage to 

India.” In the 1881 edition of Leaves of Grass, Whitman writes:  

Reckoning ahead O soul, when thou, the time achiev’d, 

The seas all cross’d, weather’d the capes, the voyage done, 

Surrounded, copest, frontest God, yieldest, the aim attain’d, 

As fill’d with friendship, love complete, the Elder Brother found, 

The Younger melts in fondness in his arms. (219-223) 

Note that Crane changes the line a bit in his epigraph, (1) adding in a line break in line X to 

separate “The seas all cross’d” from “weather’d the capes, the voyage done,” (2) 

modernizing the verbs (e.g., “cross’d” becomes “crossed”), and (3) adding in an ellipsis. (The 
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verb form change could be due to the edition that Crane was reading.) The ellipsis is an 

attempt to bring in more of the poem than the single line that appears; it may also serve to 

bring in Whitman’s signature style to the poem. Regardless, Crane emphasizes an open-

ended reading of Whitman’s poem in his use of the ellipsis—which makes sense, given that 

“Cape Hatteras” is the middle book of The Bridge, and an unfinished verse keeps the 

momentum going. That he breaks Whitman’s long line into two (which, I admit, could be due 

to typesetting) indicates in the structure of The Bridge that, by Book IV, Crane has moved 

from bringing in past literary works to modifying them as part of his own project. 

 I find that Crane uses the epigraph from Whitman in order to argue for a metaphoric 

affinity between Whitman and the early flights of the Orville and Wilbur Wright (set around 

1901-1903). My reading, which I discuss later in this chapter, explores how both Whitman 

and the Wrights offer Crane’s speaker a new poetic vista: a point of view that moves up and 

down, finally ascending to the heavens. Whitman’s epigraph is backward-looking, with a 

speaker who moves, like Crane does, quickly from the present to the past. Though 

Whitman’s speaker in “Passage to India” tries to reflect on the glories of the modern world, 

he is drawn ever backwards into the past. The first section of Whitman’s poem begins: 

SINGING my days, 

Singing the great achievements of the present, 

Singing the strong light works of engineers, 

Our modern wonders, (the antique ponderous Seven outvied,) 

In the Old World the east the Suez canal, 

The New by its mighty railroad spann’d, 

The seas inlaid with eloquent gentle wires; 
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Yet first to sound, and ever sound, the cry with thee O soul, 

The Past! the Past! the Past! 

 

The Past—the dark unfathom’d retrospect! 

The teeming gulf—the sleepers and the shadows! 

The past—the infinite greatness of the past! 

For what is the present after all but a growth out of the past? 

(As a projectile form’d, impell’d, passing a certain line, still keeps  

on, 

So the present, utterly form’d, impell’d by the past.) (1-15) 

Line thirteen, “For what is the present after all but a growth out of the past?” takes the form 

of a plane in Crane’s “Cape Hatteras.” The Wrights moved through a progression of gliders, 

building on each experiment to arrive at their final plane prototype, which had in it the 

mechanics of all the previous iterations of the planes. This is one way Crane explores the 

richness of the past, as a palimpsest of other pasts. Whitman’s “Passage to India” calls back 

to Crane’s Columbus in Book I of The Bridge (“The world of 1492, with its awaken’d 

enterprise,” Whitman writes [144]), and also to other historical explorers/conquistadors such 

as Vasco de Gama. Cape Hatteras was named by Sir Walter Raleigh’s company around the 

time of the Roanoke colony (late sixteenth-century). Crane brings in Raleigh to Whitman’s 

poem by including it in the poem “Cape Hatteras,” which becomes another layer inscribed on 

Whitman’s poem; in the palimpsest explanation, Whitman’s poem writes over Columbus’ 

letters, and Columbus writes over of Seneca’s Medea. Thus, Crane invoking Whitman 

invokes all those other pasts, which Crane can reuse or revise in his project. 
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 The other epigraphs in The Bridge are sure to be as resonant as the two I have closely 

read here. However, I do not explore them all fully in this dissertation project. Next, I will 

offer a few other ways to consider the overall structure of The Bridge besides tracing its 

epigraphs. 

Critical Explanations of Structure 

 John Irwin describes the structure of The Bridge by cataloguing the metaphors from 

Crane’s letters that describe the work as both visual art and music: the Sistine Chapel, El 

Greco’s “Agony in the Garden,” and Joseph Stella’s painting of the Brooklyn Bridge; a 

fugue, “frozen music,” and jazz (3). Irwin offers several additional ways to understand the 

structure of The Bridge: as “a disjunctive series of lyric epiphanies” that make up an epic 

goal (xii), “a prophetic vision of origins” (1), and a visual arts commentary on perspective, 

particularly influenced by Oswald Spengler. Irwin’s explanation of lyric epiphanies as the 

structuring principle of The Bridge is convincing; however, I am unsure if these lyric 

moments structure the poem so much as move it through each of the books. 

 Catherine Davies thinks through the book as fifteen poems, which runs counter to my 

separation of the poems into eight books and a preface. Davies highlights the “unruly 

organization” of Crane’s epic as a queer modernist structure:  

Its irregular structure certainly echoes Crane’s wish to create a ‘mystical 

synthesis’ – the poem meanders through voices, themes and styles in a manner 

similar to that of Eliot’s The Waste Land . . . Turning away from existing 

taxonomies, Crane’s poem stands as a record of his quest to reconsider the 

epic and he invokes the conventions of the genre in order to innovate and 

modify . . . [T]he traditional narrative and epic hero are displaced by a more 
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organic form that presents Crane’s own mind as the key to the modern 

consciousness. (42) 

Although Davies does not offer more on Crane’s formal structure, she explains how he uses 

the bridge as a controlling metaphor for his epic project: “Crane worked to conceptualize the 

bridge as an emblem of negotiation between the past and future . . . He wanted to use it as the 

central motif of his expression of the importance of connection and continuity in his myth of 

America” (Davies 56).  

 Daniel Gabriel (Hart Crane and the Modernist Epic, 2007) divides The Bridge into alternating lyric and epic 
sections, while acknowledging that both modes “continually converse with one another within sections and between 
sections” (3). Like Davies, Gabriel thinks of the epic as a number of individual poems rather than books or cantos. 
For Gabriel, the lyric sections of The Bridge are: “To Brooklyn Bridge,” (the entirety of the proem), “The Harbor 
Dawn,” “Van Winkle,” (the first two out of five poems in Book II, “Powhatan’s Daughter”), “Three Songs,” “Quaker 
Hill,” (the whole of Books V and VI, respectively) and “Atlantis” (which comprises the final Book VIII). The epic 
sections are: “Ave Maria” (which is Book I), “The River,” “The Dance,” “Indiana” (the final three out of five poems 
in Book II, “Powhatan’s Daughter”), “Cutty Sark,” “Cape Hatteras, and “The Tunnel” (the whole of, in order, 
Books III, IV, and VII). I have organized this information in  

Table 2 (below) to show how Gabriel traces the alternating motion of the lyric and epic 

modes of The Bridge. 

Book of The Bridge Lyric or epic? 

Proem, “To Brooklyn Bridge” Lyric 

Book I, “Ave Maria” Epic 

Book II, “Powhatan’s Daughter” First half lyric, second half epic 

Book III, “Cutty Sark” Epic 

Book IV, “Cape Hatteras” Epic 

Book V, “Three Songs” Lyric 

Book VI, “Quaker Hill” Lyric 

Book VII, “The Tunnel” Epic 

Book VIII, “Atlantis” Lyric 

 

Table 2: Lyric and Epic Books of The Bridge in Daniel Gabriel’s Hart Crane and the Modernist Epic 
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Although, for the most part, I disagree with Gabriel’s impulse to divide the lyric from the 

epic in The Bridge, I acknowledge that describing the project as a lyric poetic sequence rather 

than a book-length epic is grounded in critique from as early as Allen Trachtenberg (Hart 

Crane, 1982) (p. 2). 

 Waldo Frank divides The Bridge into Part I, Part II, etc. rather than books or cantos, 

and meditates on exactly what kind of epic Crane’s project might be—and whether it shares a 

stronger kinship with Dante’s Commedia, Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote, or the work of 

Edgar Allan Poe (38, 40). Frank, like John Irwin, offers a close reading of how time works in 

each book or part Crane’s poem.i He ultimately concludes that the story of The Bridge is a 

story of a protagonist without body, out of time, trying to bring order to the chaos of life (38, 

41). The Bridge, for Frank, is structured by “the individual forms of the poet’s crowded day 

melt into widening, deepening cycles of association” which transform into “crystallization” 

of objects, such as the bridge and the subway (40). My proposed understanding of a Plato- 

and Emerson-inflected Whitmanian poetics of attraction affirms Frank’s description of 

deepening cycles of association. 

 In a letter to Otto Kahn on May 18, 1926, Crane explains his early outline for the 

poem: 

I Columbus—Conquest of space, chaos 

II Pokahantus—The natural body of America-fertility, etc. 

III Whitman—The Spiritual body of America (A dialogue between 

Whitman and a dying soldier in a Washington hospital; the infraction 

of physical death, disunity, on the concept of immortality) 
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IV John Brown (Negro porter on Calgary Express making up berths and 

singing to himself (a jazz form for this) of his sweetheart and the death 

of John Brown, alternately) 

V Subway—The encroachment of machinery on humanity; a kind of 

purgatory in relation to the open sky of last section 

VI The Bridge—A sweeping dithyramb in which the Bridge becomes a 

symbol of consciousness spanning time and space (440-441) 

In the final months leading up to the publication of The Bridge, Crane revised first the proem 

(“To Brooklyn Bridge”) and Book I (“Ave Maria”), then in order, Book IV (“Cape 

Hatteras”), Book VI (“Quaker Hill”), Book II (“Powhatan’s Daughter”), and Book III 

(“Cutty Sark”) (625, 629, 631). Therefore, another way to think through the structure of the 

Bridge is by tracing the order of its completion. We can also simultaneously examine what 

Crane thought of the epic project right at the time of its completion, as evidenced by his 

letters to his publishers Harry and Caresse Crosby. He dismisses Book VI, writing, “Quaker 

Hill’ is not, after all, one of the major sections of the poem; it is rather by way of an ‘accent 

mark’ that it is valuable at all” (634). More significantly, Crane was occupied with how to 

move the poem from Book II to Book IV, from Pocahontas to Whitman. He writes to the 

Crosbys in October 1929: 

You seem to have agreed that the “Hatteras” [Book IV] section proved worth 

waiting for, no matter what you think of the succeeding sections. The 

symbolism of Indiana (metamorphosis of Pocahontus—the indian) [in Book 

II] into the pioneer woman, and hence her absorption into our “contemporary 

veins” is, I hope, sufficiently indicated . . . It does round out the cycle, at least 
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historically and psychologically—one leaves the continent surrounded by 

water (pure space) as one found it in the first place (“Harbor Dawn”), and 

“Cutty Sark” quite logically follows as “space” again. (631) 

My approach to understanding the structure of The Bridge is one articulated by form 

and theme of the individual poems, taking seriously Crane’s intention to write an epic poem. 

In several ways, this dissertation chapter rejects the idea that Crane’s book is a jumbled lyric 

sequence. As Yvor Winters put it in his rather scathing review of The Bridge in 1930, “The 

book as a whole has no more unity than the Song of Myself; it must be treated, as I have said, 

as a series of lyrics on a theme that is basically Whitmanian” (25). As such, I take a close 

look at Books I, VIII, and IV, which I consider the beginning, end, and center of a large 

poetic project that, while operating within lyric conventions, very much takes on an epic 

function. 

Book I, “Ave Maria” 
 
Form in “Ave Maria” 

As I indicate later in my review of Crane studies, scholarship of the past century has 

too often emphasized Crane’s thematic and biographical failures over his formal successes. I 

argue we should emphasize his technical excellence first and foremost. While form and 

theme are inextricable, in order to facilitate analysis, I divide poetic techniques and devices 

into two broad categories: formal (meter, sound, and the like) and thematic (metaphor, 

allusion, etc.). 

Rhythm	and	Meter	
 

Crane begins and ends The Bridge with an orderly rhythm. Almost all the lines of the 

proem “To Brooklyn Bridge,” Book I “Ave Maria,” and the final Book VIII “Atlantis” are in 
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iambic decasyllables. The only place where the lines in these poems diverge from the ten-

syllable pattern is not, as you might expect, at the conclusion of the poem. Instead, Crane 

abandons the poem’s regular rhythm in the last five lines of Book I as a way to transport the 

reader between Books I and II. Here, the tight lines transform from blocks on the page into 

the experimental line style that is a hallmark of modernist poetry: 

  And kingdoms 

    naked in the 

      trembling heart— 

   Te Deum laudamus 

      O Thou Hand of Fire (Crane 89-93) 

Just as breaking the rhythm of the poem has a function—a means of transportation 

between two books of the poem (and, as John Irwin argues, as a means of time travel for the 

speaker of the poem [6])—the choice of the decasyllabic line enacts a link between the 

historic epic and the modern Cranean epic. European poetry beginning with the twelfth-

century epic French Chanson de Roland employed variations on the decasyllable, which was 

taken up later by Italian and English poets such as Dante and Chaucer (Brogan 340). The link 

between Homer’s and Vergil’s classical epics and poetry in English comes through 

translations into the decasyllable form, specifically iambic pentameter and its iterations as 

blank verse and heroic couplets (Brogan 340). By using a ten-syllable line, Crane aligns 

himself with a long western tradition of (often translated) epic poetry, from the Aeneid to 

John Milton’s Paradise Lost. For this study, I have set aside the question of the original 

Greek and Latin epic meter—dactylic hexameter—as Crane read, but was not a skilled 
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translator of ancient epics in the original language or meter. He had enough Latin skills to 

read some poetry, according to R. W. B. Lewis: 

Crane’s Latin was small, but it existed. He studied it in school and returned to 

it periodically thereafter; that is, he returned to Latin poetry, Catullus 

especially and perhaps Virgil; Seneca is quoted to good effect at the head of 

“Ave Maria” in The Bridge. Authoritative evidence about his careful study of 

individual Latin words—obsequium, for example—is lacking either way. (49) 

Still, Crane was not an expert in ancient epic meter. 

In addition to following an epic rhythm, Crane also (mostly) adheres to an epic meter. 

The proem and Books I and VII of The Bridge are a riff on blank verse, or unrhymed iambic 

pentameter. Several of the lines of each stanza are perfect blank verse, and the others contain 

only a few metrical deviations. Crane explains to Otto Kahn in a letter on March 18, 1926, 

“The first and last sections are composed of blank verse with occasional rhyme for 

accentuation. The verbal dynamics used and the spacious periodicity of the rhythm result in 

an usually symphonic form” (441). To illustrate, I scanned the first stanza of “Ave Maria” 

below (in Table 3).  

 

Table 3: Scansion of “Ave Maria” (Book I) lines 1-8 
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Metrical feet are separated by white columns. Iambs are yellow, pyrrhics are green, trochees are orange, and 

spondees are blue. 

In this stanza, all eight lines break into five feet of two syllables, and Crane adheres to a 

regular iambic pentameter. Lines three, four, five, and eight are all in perfect iambic 

pentameter, while lines one, two, six, and seven are variations on the theme. These variations 

are fairly tidy, though, mostly trochees and pyrrhics, with one spondee; in other words, Crane 

eschews rare metrical variations and sticks with natural speech rhythms. The slow gravity of 

the lines, such as “Be with me, Luis” and “To you, too” gives a solemnity and epic feel to the 

poem. Similarly, the caesura before the “Cathay!” in the final line of the stanza illustrates 

Crane’s dramatic use of epic conventions. 

This irregularity in meter continues in stanza six, below (Table 2). This stanza has 

three out of eight lines in iambic pentameter and five lines in iamb-dominated variations of 

pentameter. Line forty-six is the lone exception to the pentameter rule, but only contains one 

extra metrical foot (which we can read as hexameter, or merely a hypermetrical pentameter). 

Just as in the first stanza, halfway through the poem (Table 4), Crane still uses mostly iambs, 

broken up with a few trochees and pyrrhics for variety: 

 

Table 4: Scansion of “Ave Maria” (Book I) lines 41-48 

Metrical feet are separated by white columns. Iambs are yellow, pyrrhics are green, and trochees are orange. 

/ U U / U / U U U /
Ser ies on ser ies, in fin ite,-- till eyes
U / U / U / U / U /
Starved wide on black ened tides, ac crete-- en close
U / U / U / U / U /
This turn ing ron dure whole, this cres cent ring
/ U U / U / U U U /
Sun- cusped and zoned with mod u la ted fire
U	 / U / U / U / U /
Like pearls that whis per through the Do ge's hands
U / U / U U U / U / U /
	--Yet no de li rium of jew els! O Fer nan do,
/ U U / U / U / U /
Take of that east ern shore, this west ern sea,
U / U / U / U / U /
Yet yield thy God's, thy Vir gin's char i ty!
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Visually, the stanzas in “Ave Maria” generally look the same on the page. Even when Crane 

varies his approach, his changes are minor. Reading Book I is designed to give the overall 

effect of regularity and control, evidenced not only by rhythm and meter, but also by the 

visual layout of the lines on the page. Crane does not attempt a Whitmanian stretching of line 

length in his first book, nor in his last, which follows a similar pattern to Book I.  

 In addition to meter, another epic convention Crane implements in “Ave Maria” is 

beginning in medias res, in the middle of the action rather than at the beginning. Columbus, 

the epic hero of Book I, is in the middle of his journey. Crane chooses to begin in this style to 

evoke classical epics such as Vergil’s Aeneid, which begins with Aeneas exiled at sea by the 

will of the gods. In Sarah Ruden’s translation (2008), the Aeneid begins: 

  A fated exile to Lavinian shores 

  In Italy. On land and sea, divine will— 

  And Juno’s unforgetting rage—harassed him. (Vergil 2-4) 

Columbus is Aeneas for Crane, similarly “wrest[ed]” by “the tides” in “Ave Maria” (2). It is 

Horace—another Roman poet like Vergil—who suggests that the epic begin “with a burst of 

action,” as Tobias Gregory puts it in The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics 

(440). Crane’s rhythmic, metrical, and stylistic choices create an epic tone that emphasizes an 

oral history even in written poems. He continues to make this argument through his use of 

rhyme and repetition of sounds. 

Assonance,	Consonance,	and	Alliteration	
 
 One of the most striking formal qualities of Crane’s poetry is his use of assonance 

within a line, both a true repetition of sound and a playful reinvention of the same sound 

through different letter combinations. Consider line one in “Ave Maria,” where the long “e” 
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repeats in “be,” “me,” and the second syllable of the Spanish “Luis” (bolded for emphasis): 

“Be with me, Luis de San Angel, now—” A further example may be found in line sixteen, 

where “lost” and “all” produce the same short “a” sound. The line reads: “Yet lost, all, let 

this keel one instant yield!” In this same line, “keel” and “yield” share the long “e” sound. In 

fact, it is the orality of poetry that can bring out hidden similarities among letter 

combinations that, at least visually, have little in common. Seeing “lost” and “all” and 

hearing “lost” and “all” are two entirely different experiences. Yet Crane does not rest on 

vowel sounds alone. He employs some form of assonance, consonance, or alliteration in 

every stanza of “Ave Maria.” Specifically, these formal devices appear in three-quarters of 

the lines of the poem. Crane uses this high frequency of recurrence to tie together the lines 

and stanzas of the poem through their aural affinities. 

 What is also remarkable in Crane is how often the same sounds repeat between lines, 

and in stanzas. I had a similar experience that Alexander Shewan reported a century ago 

(1925) marking alliteration, assonance, and consonance in Homer’s original Greek. In an 

article in Classical Philology, Shewan writes: 

Here and there he meets a line in the alliteration in which can hardly fail to be 

remarked, but it is only when one takes a page of the text and marks the 

recurrences of the same sounds, or of sounds of the same class, that one fully 

appreciates it. . . . When, however, the matter is closely investigated, one does 

not wonder that alliteration and assonance abound. They are seen to be almost 

inevitable. (193) 
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He may as well have been writing about Crane as Homer—and I highlight this example of 

Homer scholarship here in order to compare Crane to other epic poets. One example of 

repetition in “Ave Maria” is the long “o” sound. 

 Taken as a whole, the repeated long “o” in “Ave Maria” leads to two discoveries. 

First, that the lone, capital “O” as in “O you” or “O where” is an example of one of 

Whitman’s favorite devices: anaphora. At the same time, tracing the recurrences of the long 

“O” as anaphora reveals that Crane linking together both sound and a series of apostrophes 

(as in the dramatic form of address, not the punctuation mark). I put together a table below 

(Table 5) to illustrate the collection of instances where assonance, anaphora, and apostrophe 

all come together in one word—a word that is also a sound, letter, and symbol all at once.  

Line number Full line text Addressee 

3 The word I bring, O you who reined my suit Luis de San Angel 

15 O where our Indian emperies lie revealed, The Americas 

26 “The Great White Birds!” (O Madre Maria, still Virgin Mary / Columbus’ own mother 

46 —Yet no delirium of jewels! O Fernando, Ferdinand II of Spain  

57 O Thou who sleepest on Thyself, apart God 

66 Subscribest holocaust of ships, O Thou God 

93 O Thou Hand of Fire God 

 

Table 5: Instances of “O” Apostrophe in “Ave Maria” (Book I) 

Distributed throughout the stanzas, these long “O” apostrophes can serve as either moments 

of respite or disruptions in the text. They are also openings in the text: small moments in 

which Crane’s speaker (as Columbus in this particular poem) acknowledges a listener outside 

the text. In the action of the poem, Columbus speaks alone on deck throughout this poem. He 

knows that he can’t reach his addressees (maybe Mary or God, but not Ferdinand II or Spain 
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or The Americas). Yet in speaking their name as though they can hear him, Crane takes on 

the same problem of multivocalism that Whitman is trying to work out in the 1855 Leaves of 

Grass. Where Whitman uses teasing as seduction to transcend the speaker/listener (or reader) 

boundary, Crane’s speaker takes a more incantatory approach. Incantation in The Bridge also 

pays homage to the role of the divine agent in classical epics, as in Vergil and Homer. Rather 

than Juno or Athena, Columbus calls out to the Virgin Mary for her aid. 

 The second thing that tracing the long “o” sound in “Ave Maria” reveals is how the 

stanzas fit together through their aural building blocks. The “o” becomes a way to move from 

stanza to stanza, driving the action of the poem relentlessly forward to its conclusion “O 

Thou Hand of Fire.” The “Hand of Fire” is a fitting transition as my analysis moves from 

form to theme in “Ave Maria.” The word “fire” recurs throughout The Bridge as a structural 

and thematic device to keep the whole of Crane’s epic project together. Fire is a (loose) 

synecdoche for “Hand of Fire” or “Bridge of Fire.” When “Bridge of Fire” appears in the last 

stanza of the final poem in The Bridge (“Atlantis,” Book VIII), the phrase “of fire” carries 

with it not only the “Hand of Fire” from “Ave Maria,” but also other fire imagery from the 

rest of the poem. The fire recurs in every book of The Bridge except Book VI, “Quaker 

Hill.”ii In the poem “The Dance” from Book II, fire appears as: “Wrapped in that fire” (67), 

“Flame cataracts of heaven” (71), and “fire-gall” (85). Similarly, in “The Tunnel” (Book 

VII), the “Hand of Fire” emerges again from a cloud of smoke: “Whose body smokes” (67), 

“a smoldering bundle” (68), and “O Hand of Fire” (137). For Crane, form becomes theme 

through repetition, and by enacting his theory of “logic of metaphor” (like Whitman’s vista, a 

subjective process by which the reader connects parts of the poem together). 
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Theme in Book I of The Bridge: “Ave Maria”  

The poem begins with a triumphant Columbus imagining his victorious return to 

Spain having accomplished his aim: “I bring you back Cathay!” (8). Alongside this first 

stanza, Crane’s epigraph emphasizes Columbus’ solitude “Columbus, alone, gazing toward 

Spain, invokes the presence of two faithful partisans of his quest . . .” The second stanza 

introduces doubt into this success: the realization all is lost if Columbus’ ship does not make 

it safely home.  

  Once more behind us . . . . It is morning there— 

O where our Indian emperies lie revealed, 

Yet lost, all, let this keel one instant yield! (14-16; ellipsis in original) 

Line sixteen—“Yet lost, all,”—highlights the danger of the long sea voyage. Additionally, 

the caesura of the Whitmanian ellipsis in line fourteen sows doubt. The whole sentence 

reads: “Slowly the sun’s read caravel drops light / Once more behind us . . . . It is morning 

there—” (13-14). Is the ellipsis the natural waning of a thought, a loss of vision of land the 

further the speaker sails into the sea? Or is it an indeterminate space, the ocean itself,—

perhaps a pause symbolic of how easy it is for a story to end at sea—a kind of death? All 

may be lost for Columbus.  

 In stanza three, Columbus reveals that he is driven not by glory, but by revenge. He 

remembers, 

  I thought of Genoa; and this truth, now proved, 

  That made me exile in her streets, stood me 

  More absolute than ever—biding the moon 

  Till dawn should clear that dim frontier, first seen (16-20) 
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We have here the second of two images of Columbus alone on the deck of his ship at night, 

gripping the keel with a grim determination to reach his destination. In the first, in stanza 

two, he holds the keel and refuses to yield on his way back to Europe (“Yet lost, all, let this 

keel one instant yield!” of line sixteen). In this second image, he remembers keeping watch 

as a matter of personal resolve, described as “More absolute than ever” (19). In the second 

half of stanza three, Columbus describes reaching America as a religious experience, rather 

than one that merely reaffirms his personal convictions: 

  —The Chan’s great continent . . . . Then faith, not fear 

  Nigh surged me witless . . . . Hearing the surf near— 

  I, wonder-breathing, kept the watch,—saw 

  The first palm chevron the first lighted hill. (21-24) 

Yet Columbus credits his vision of land as a product of both faith and action. He “kept the 

watch,” as he had been doing for months, and his guidance of the ship is what brings them to 

land. The thematic importance of using both faith and action to realize a vision is that it 

prefigures the ending of The Bridge. From the proem through the end of Book VII, 

“Atlantis,” Crane tests out whether it is belief or action that will help him achieve his desired 

poetic synthesis. He tests out the limits of his vision throughout the poem, shifting 

perspectives in order to move, at the end of The Bridge, to a realization of his poetics—his 

vista of transhistorical space. 

 The symbol of the bridge is overlaid on Columbus standing on his ship, both in the 

present and in his own memory. The captain steers the keel from the bridge of a ship, and he 

and the crew keep watch from it. By the end of stanza four and beginning of stanza five, 

Columbus describes the ship itself as a bridge between the old world of Europe and the new 
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world of the Americas: “For here between two worlds, another, harsh, // This third, of water, 

tests the word; lo, here” (32-33). In “To Brooklyn Bridge,” Crane reminds us that the bridge 

does more than connect land; it is also inextricably linked to water. In the proem, he 

bookends the first and last stanzas with images of the water below the bridge: “the chained 

bay waters” (4) and “the river under thee, / Vaulting the sea” (41-42). As you walk across the 

Brooklyn bridge—a seminal experience for Crane—you exist in a liminal space, neither in 

Manhattan, nor Brooklyn, nor fully at sea. The liminality of this experience is an evocation of 

Whitman’s 1867 “Sun-Down Poem,” which later goes on to become “Crossing Brooklyn 

Ferry.” (In fact “Sun-Down Poem” resonates through Crane and Neruda so strongly that I use 

it as this dissertation’s conclusion in Chapter Five.) In addition to a poetics of through-ness à 

la Whitman, Crane uses the symbol of the bridge to enact this liminal poetics of being 

between. Between is a measure of connection and separation (“between, prep., adv., and n.”). 

In order to go through, then, at some point you must be between two places (or times, or 

states of being). Whitman’s speaker in Leaves of Grass moves around, but always seems to 

appear out of ether. Crane’s speaker moves around, spending most of his time in transit—in 

this state of being between. Being at sea is to be between two worlds, which Crane makes 

explicit between the end of stanza four and the beginning of stanza five: “For here, between 

two worlds, another, harsh, // This third, of water, tests the word; lo, here” (32-33). Crane 

emphasizes the state of being between, of going through, and of walking the bridge to argue 

that the process, rather than the end result, is what makes the process (mystic synthesis) 

work. 

  In the case of Columbus’ story in “Ave Maria,” Crane has the opportunity to 

examine the emblem of the bridge from another angle. For Columbus, he takes his ship-as-
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bridge with him, but faces the terror of the vast ocean. This ocean is far from “chained” as it 

appears in “To Brooklyn Bridge.” In “Ave Maria,” stanzas five, six, and seven show the 

ocean to be full of danger—an echo of “The bottom of the sea is cruel” in Crane’s earlier 

poem “Voyages” (published before The Bridge). Stanza five continues: 

  Bewilderment and mutiny heap whelming 

  Laughter, and shadow cuts sleep from the heart 

  Almost as though the Moor’s flung scimitar 

  Found more than flesh to fathom in its fall. 

  Yet under tempest-lash and surfeitings 

  Some inmost sob, half-heard, dissuades the abyss, 

  Merges the wind in measure to the waves (34-40) 

Line thirty-three, as I explained earlier, demonstrates how the ocean “tests the word” of 

Columbus’ faith. The biggest threat is a darkness-inflected violence, evidenced by the 

following diction: “mutiny” (34), “shadow cuts” (35), “the Moor’s flung scimitar” (36), 

“tempest-lash” (38), and “the abyss” (39). Crane indulges in an orientalist flight of fancy 

here, connecting the figure of the darkened Moor to the darkening or death of a civilization. 

In this stanza, the eerie violence of the water world gives way to even the weakened 

speaker’s spirit: “Some inmost sob, half-heard, dissuades the abyss, / Merges the wind in 

measure to the waves,” (39-40). The quiet sob steers the ship away from the most terrifying 

depths of the sea, and gains some limited control over the wind. 

 And yet Crane quickly wrests away any sense of control with what I can only 

describe as an ecstatic loss of control at the start of stanza six: 

  Series on series, infinite,—till eyes 
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  Starved wide on blackened tides, accrete—enclose 

This turning rondure whole, this crescent ring 

Sun-cusped and zoned with modulated fire 

Like pearls that whisper through the Doge’s hands (41-45) 

The action of the poem here is what happens after the ship captain controls the tempest. 

Another tempest, the blinding repetition of the waves, transforms his vision. Now he can 

see—but not control—the planet earth and the moon. Columbus realizes he is naught but 

pearls to a rich man who is careless with his wealth. The theme of vision recurs throughout 

“Ave Maria” (sighting land, a vision of the past, etc.), and indeed throughout The Bridge as 

another of Crane’s thematic devices. 

 Columbus startles out of the trance state at the end of stanza six: 

—Yet no delirium of jewels! O Fernando, 

Take of that eastern shore, this western sea, 

Yet yield thy God’s, thy Virgin’s charity! (46-48) 

In an apostrophe to King Fernando of Spain, the speaker begs for his life. No individual man 

wants to be merely one innumerable pearl out of an abundance of riches; although Columbus 

realizes that new world exploration will continue even if he dies at sea, he longs to survive 

the journey home.  

 The rest of the stanzas, like the whole of “Ave Maria,” are full of religious allusions. 

Stanza nine includes references to word of God and the Bible story of Genesis: “Inquisitor! 

incognizable Word / Of Eden and the enchained Sepulchre” (61-62). Similarly, Crane repeats 

the Biblical language of prayer “O Thou” in stanzas nine (“O Thou who sleepest on Thyself, 

apart” in line fifty-seven), ten (“Subcsribest holocaust of ships, O Thou” in line sixty-six), 
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and thirteen (in the final line of the poem “O Thou Hand of Fire” [93]). What strikes me here 

is that Columbus as speaker has gone from speaking to a real person in stanza one—“The 

word I bring, O you who reined my suit” (1)—to more and more abstract concepts. The 

“Hand of Fire” that appears at poem’s end is merely a part of God, not a whole entity 

(synecdoche). There is another repeated phrase, “Te deum laudamus,” which appears in 

stanzas ten and thirteen. Translated, these are the lines of a Christian hymn, “Thee, O God, 

we praise” (“Te Deum”). In its first iteration, the phrase appears in stanza ten, another 

difficult passage in the poem: 

  Who grindest oar, and arguing the mast 

  Subscribest holocaust of ships, O Thou 

  Within whose primal scan consummately 

  The glistening seignories of Ganges swim;— 

  Who sendest greeting by the corposant, 

  And Teneriffe’s garnet—flamed it in a cloud, 

  Urging through night our passage to the Chan;— 

Te Deum laudamus, for thy teeming span! (65-72) 

I call this a difficult passage because it highlights the challenge of Crane’s diction and 

syntax. In order to understand it better, I paraphrase this stanza as follows: 

You, whose forces power our ship and yet threaten its wreck. You allow ships 

to burn in offering to you, O You whose gaze wholly contains the rivers of the 

Ganges. We know you by your fire that crowns on our mastheads—a fire that 

doesn’t burn with flame, but sparkles like one of Spain’s jewels. Your fire 
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shines like a beacon across the sea, leading us home. We praise you, O God, 

for your teeming span. 

In summary, God is the subject that “O Thou” and “Te Deum” refers to, demonstrated by his 

ability to power the ship (even if it is an indirect power, wielded by the sea and sky, which 

are God’s creation). “Holocaust” here means an offering to a god, “a sacrifice wholly 

consumed by fire; a whole burnt offering.” 

Crane’s speaker, Columbus, is awed by God’s power as the poem gains one of its 

central images in the corposant. The etymological history of “corposant,” known often as “St. 

Elmo’s Fire,” is from the Latin corpus sanctum, meaning “holy body.” Crane is building 

towards a theory of God as both embodied and ethereal, the “Hand of Fire” that ends the 

poem in stanza thirteen: 

 And kingdoms 

   naked in the 

     trembling heart— 

  Te Deum laudamus 

     O Thou Hand of Fire (89-93). 

The Hand of Fire is God as corposant: a fire that burns and yet doesn’t consume, a deadly 

threat revealed to be illusion. This link between embodiment and the ethereal is played out 

throughout The Bridge, as both the physical and metaphorical bridges, and the poem’s real 

effect (reading it) and desired metaphysical effect (mystic synthesis). 

Another allusion Crane is drawing in by focusing on fire is the pillar of fire in Exodus 

13: “And the Lord went before them by day in a pillar of a cloud, to lead them the way; and 

by night in a pillar of fire, to give them light; to go by day and night.” For Crane, though, this 
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vision of Exodus eventually clears, giving way to a new vision of the teeming span. We can 

think of span as the measure of someone’s—God’s—hand, which makes sense in this 

context, given that Columbus’ ship is cradled amidst a vastness of water.  

 Crane is clearly competing with T. S. Eliot here. Crane alludes to The Waste Land’s 

(1922) Book III, “The Fire Sermon”: 

To Carthage then I came  

 

Burning burning burning burning  

O Lord Thou pluckest me out  

O Lord Thou pluckest  

 

burning (Eliot 307-311) 

In this section of the poem, Eliot references St. Augustine’s Confessions (“O Lord Thou 

pluckest me out”) and the Buddha’s “Fire Sermon” (repetition of “burning”). Crane decided 

to position himself as a contrast to Eliot in 1923, seven years before The Bridge was 

published (and a year after The Waste Land was published). Crane writes to Gorham 

Munson: 

There is no one writing in English who can command so much respect, to my 

mind, as Eliot. However, I take Eliot as a point of departure toward an almost 

complete reverse of direction. His pessimism is amply justified, in his own 

case. But I would apply as much of his erudition and technique as I can absorb 

and assemble toward a more positive, or (if must put it so in a sceptical age) 

ecstatic goal. I should not think of this if a kind of rhythm, and ecstacy were 
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not (at odd moments, and rare!) a very real thing to me. I feel that Eliot 

ignores certain spiritual events and possibilities as real and powerful now as, 

say in the time of Blake. (308) 

Eliot references the past because he finds the materials of the present to be inferior; this is 

one of the ways Crane faults Eliot’s pessimism—what he calls “Eliotish sighs and 

tribulations,” (in a 1928 letter to Yvor Winters), which are directly opposed to Crane’s own 

efforts to “reach some kind of positive synthesis” (599). Crane, by contrast, builds his epic 

out of any ready materials, interweaving an epic past with the disappointments of the 

quotidian. For example, in “For the Marriage of Faustus and Helen” (1926), Crane’s speaker 

encounters Helen of Troy in the window of a streetcar during his rush hour commute (“So I 

found ‘Helen’ sitting in a street car” [Crane p. 160]). In Crane’s poetics, the past shores up 

the present. Eliot describes a similar solution at the end of The Waste Land: “These 

fragments I have shored against my ruins” (430). However, Crane reuses Eliot’s fragments, 

but Eliot does not turn to Crane as a source of materials. Crane uses the same burning, fiery 

imagery as Eliot in order to show how Eliot’s technique in The Waste Land can be put to 

different use in The Bridge. In “General Aims and Theories” (1925) Crane writes: 

The deliberate program, then, of a “break” with the past or tradition seems to 

be to be a sentimental fallacy . . . . The poet has a right to draw on whatever 

practical resources he finds in books or otherwise about him. He must tax his 

sensibility and his touchstone of experience for the proper selection of these 

themes and details, however,—and that is where he either stands, or falls into 

useless archaeology. (161; ellipsis in original) 
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Crane, as much as he respects Eliot’s poetic power, rejects Eliot’s view of the past as this 

“useless archaeology.” This rejection is no surprise, as The Bridge is organized around a 

journey into the past: a quest to yoke together past and present, creating a new future 

“beyond time,” as Crane writes in line 89 of “Atlantis,” the eighth and final book of his epic 

poem. Crane is less hierarchical than Eliot. He uses the past as flotsam washed up on the 

shore, building his poems out of any ready materials. By contrast, Eliot returns to the best of 

the past in order to build something better in the present. 

Book VIII, “Atlantis”  
 
Crane Studies: Contextualizing “Atlantis” and the Logic of Metaphor 

 “Atlantis” is the part of Crane’s epic project that has garnered the most critical 

attention because it contains within it the struggle that Crane studies has engaged with: the 

tension between intellect and mysticism in his poetics. Lee Edelman (1987) explains that our 

analytical difficulties “may derive from the critical tendency to follow Crane’s lead in 

discussing his poetics in relation to the “logic of metaphor” (181-182). Or as Harriet Monroe, 

editor of Poetry magazine, puts it in her letter to Crane (1926): 

You find me testing metaphor, and poetic concept in general, too much by 

logic, whereas I find you pushing logic to the limit in a painfully intellectual 

search for emotion, for poetic motive. Your poem reeks with brains—it is 

thought out, worked out, sweated out. And the beauty which it seems entitled 

to is tortured and lost. (40) 

Since the 1920s, there have been two conflicting theories about Crane’s work. He is 

simultaneously too metaphorical for form, and too formal for metaphor. The analytical 

challenge is balancing how Crane wanted us to read his poetry—a deeply individual process 
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that relies on an alternative form of understanding, i.e. the logic of metaphor—with the need 

to evaluate it using the kind of formal analysis we would apply to any other poem. As 

R.W.B. Lewis concluded (1967), Crane takes the blame for a critical failure to achieve this 

balance: 

[T]he formal problem is not inherent in Crane’s poem, but in our critical 

vocabulary. We still lack the terms to indicate what, on the formal side, The 

Bridge is quite successful in doing; and bringing to bear upon it terms that do 

not fit, we have blamed the poem rather than the terms (376) 

Another problem in Crane’s critical history is the myth of the poet as a tragic figure. 

The myth of Hart Crane is a biographical fallacy in which certain elements of the poet’s 

life—his sexuality, his death—overshadow his poetry. (This is a critical tendency that the 

other two poets in this study, Walt Whitman and Pablo Neruda also tend to suffer from.) It is 

only in the past decade that queer theorists have challenged this problem in Crane 

scholarship. Catherine Davies writes in Whitman’s Queer Children (2012): 

While other modernist epics, such as Pound’s Cantos, have received similar 

critical attention in terms of the emphasis upon their incoherencies and 

failings, The Bridge is unique in that its formal and thematic shortcomings are 

often cast as a symptom of Crane’s sexuality, rather than attributed to his 

inability to achieve a successful poetic synthesis of his impulses towards the 

Modernist and the Whitmanian. (36) 

The problem, according to Davies, is a cultural aversion to a homosexual epic hero; which is 

what makes Crane’s counter-narrative so interesting. She adds, “The Bridge became the 

means through which Crane could attempt not only to re-conceive of what a truly modern 
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epic might be, but, in doing so, also to rethink his sense of self, as both poet and American 

citizen” (Davies 37). It has become difficult to separate failure and difficulty from Crane’s 

poetry in our critique, whether those qualities are central to his poetry or merely an idea 

recapitulated due to certain scholarly influences for almost a century. What is most 

disturbing, though is how Crane himself has become synonymous with failure and death. In 

Queer Optimism (2009), Michael Snediker challenges queer theory’s particular fascination 

with a kind of pessimism:  

For instance, queer theory’s fetishization of self-shattering—inaugurated in 

Leo Bersani’s 1987 essay “Is the Rectum a Grave?”—illuminates (or 

adumbrates?) most queer readings of Crane. Such readings take Crane’s 

biographical suicide, or notorious poetic failure, or no less notorious textual 

difficulty, as paradigmatic of queer self-dissolution. (45) 

Here, contemporary queer theory provides one answer to the question of why difficulty and 

failure are such enduring critical concepts: because there is something at stake in the 

narrative of what it means to be a queer poet. The queer epic, to some critics, is always 

already a failure, and always already difficult. 

 The critical consensus on Crane as a difficult poet whose epic project fails emerges 

from Crane scholarship rather than Crane’s work. His poetic theory of “logic of metaphor” is 

anti-intellectual, and he was punished for the misfortune of writing as New Criticism—which 

rewarded the intellectual over the mystic/spiritual—was on the rise. The logic of metaphor is 

itself a form of anti-logic. Crane explains: 

Its paradox, of course, is that its apparent illogic operates so logically in 

conjunction with its context in the poem as to establish its claim to another 
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logic, quite independent of the original definition of the word or phrase or 

image thus employed. It implies (this inflection of language) a previous or 

prepared receptivity to its stimulus on the part of the reader. The reader’s 

sensibility simply responds by identifying this inflection of experience with 

some event in his own history or perceptions—or rejects it altogether. The 

logic of metaphor is so organically entrenched in pure sensibility that it can’t 

be thoroughly traced or explained outside of historical sciences, like philology 

and anthropology. This “pseudo statement,” as I. A. Richards calls it in an 

admirable essay touching our contentions in last July’s Criterion, demands 

completely other faculties of recognition than the pure rationalistic 

associations permit. (Monroe and Crane 36) 

There you have it: Hart Crane’s theory of poetry in a paragraph. Yet despite these letters 

being published in Poetry four years before The Bridge went to press, early critics seem to 

have dismissed “logic of metaphor” as an authorial apparatus necessary for reading Crane’s 

poems.  

Drafting a Poetics of Synthesis 

If we accept the premises that (1) Crane is not a failure, (2) The Bridge is not a failed 

epic, and (3) logic of metaphor is a serious theoretical intervention in poetry studies, we can 

begin to trace how he moved from metaphor to poetic synthesis in “Atlantis” at the end of the 

epic. Crane wrote “Atlantis” first and then worked backwards to bring the poem to this 

moment (midnight, the present era, on the Brooklyn Bridge). Crane writes to Otto Kahn on 

March 18, 1926: 
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It concludes at midnight—at the center of Brooklyn Bridge. Strangely enough 

that final section of the poem has been the first to be completed,—yet there’s 

a logic to it, after all; it is the mystic consummation toward which all the other 

sections of the poem converge. Their contents are implicit in its summary. 

(440) 

For comparison’s sake, I reproduce below in  

Table 6 a 1923 version of the final stanza of “Atlantis” and its published version from 1930. 

1923 version 1930 version 

And midway on that structure I would stand 

One moment, not as diver, but with arms 

That open to project a disk’s resilience 

Winding the sun and planets in its face. 

Water should not stem that disk, nor weigh 

What holds its speed in vantage of all things 

That tarnish, creep, or wane; and in like laughter, 

Mobile, yet posited beyond even that time 

The Pyramids shall falter, slough into sand,— 

And smooth and fierce above the claim of wings, 

And figured in that radiant field that rings 

The Universe:—I’d have us hold one consonance 

Kinetic to its poised and deathless dance.  

So to thine Everpresence, beyond time, 

Like spears ensanguined of one tolling star 

That bleeds infinity—the orphic strings, 

Sidereal phalanxes, leap and converge: 

—One Song, one Bridge of Fire! Is it Cathay, 

Now pity steeps the grass and rainbows ring 

The serpent with the eagle in the leaves . . . ? 

Whispers antiphonal in azure swing.  

 

Table 6: A comparison of “Atlantis” from 1923 letter to Wilbur Underwood (Crane 325, lines 1-13) and the 1930 
published version (lines 89-96) 

In the 1930 version, only a few phrases remain from the 1926 draft. “Mobile, yet posited 

beyond even that time” (8) becomes “So to thine Everpresence, beyond time” (89). “And 

figured in that radiant field that rings” (11) becomes “Now pity steeps the grass and 
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rainbows ring” (94). This rainbow refers back to the end of Book IV, “Cape Hatteras,” 

where the speaker sees a rainbow before taking off into the air with Whitman (“And see! the 

rainbows arch—how shimmeringly stands” [222]). Rainbows are liminal and elusive, and are 

shaped like a bridge, making them an apt symbol for Crane’s mystic bridge.  

The most significant transformation is that the final utterance moves from a shared 

utterance in the line “I’d have us hold one consonance” (12) to a disembodied murmuring, 

“Whispers antiphonal” (96). Antiphony is the call-and-response kind of singing present in 

church service. It can also mean any kind of counter force, which is particularly significant to 

Crane’s poetics (“antiphonal, adj. and n.”). As Richard Brantley observed in Anglo-American 

Antiphony (1994), several American writers after Emerson thought of harmony as “an 

opposition of voices,” or a multivocal, heterogeneous sound rather than a unity of 

homogenous voices (2). One passage that comes to mind is from “The American Scholar,” 

where Emerson describes the world as a realm of tensions that it is incumbent upon the self-

reliant man, or the poet, to reconcile. That the way to make order was through attraction, 

specifically, clearly fascinated Whitman, Crane, and, as I’ll explore in the next chapter, Pablo 

Neruda. Emerson writes: 

The world, — this shadow of the soul, or other me, lies wide around. Its 

attractions are the keys which unlock my thoughts and make me acquainted 

with myself. I run eagerly into this resounding tumult. I grasp the hands of 

those next me, and take my place in the ring to suffer and to work, taught by 

an instinct, that so shall the dumb abyss be vocal with speech. I pierce its 

order; I dissipate its fear; I dispose of it within the circuit of my expanding 

life. So much only of life as I know by experience, so much of the wilderness 
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have I vanquished and planted, or so far have I extended my being, my 

dominion. I do not see how any man can afford, for the sake of his nerves and 

his nap, to spare any action in which he can partake. It is pearls and rubies to 

his discourse. Drudgery, calamity, exasperation, want, are instructors in 

eloquence and wisdom. The true scholar grudges every opportunity of action 

past by, as a loss of power. (61) 

In this section of The Bridge, Crane takes Emerson seriously. We can see him move from the 

homogenous voice—“hold[ing] one consonance”—to the heterogeneous voice of the crowd 

as he revises “Atlantis.” These “whispers antiphonal” are a harmony of voices that shore 

each other up through their oppositions. (If we look forward to the late twentieth century, 

Crane’s “antiphonal whispers” recur again in the work of Mark Doty. In “Thirty Delft Tiles” 

(1998), he writes, “lovers and bridges and birds / are cheerful and intact, antiphonal in 

azure”). 

In other words, Crane ends the poem with a new bridge constructed of dialectical 

tensions between past/present, single/multiple, order/chaos, and life/death; these antiphonies, 

rather than resolving oppositions, build a new bridge out of forces and counter-forces. 

Crane’s metaphor at the end of The Bridge uses the idea of the Brooklyn Bridge’s 

construction (the tension that holds it together) to create that “mystic synthesis” he was 

aiming for in his epic poem. 

If we want to think of Crane as enacting a Hegelian synthesis in his poetry, his 

speaker in “Atlantis” in Crane’s present day would be the thesis, the whole of America’s past 

would be the antithesis, and the bridge to an imagined poetic space that transcends time 

would be the synthesis. John Irwin connects Crane to Hegel in several ways, one of which is 
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through the Brooklyn Bridge’s architect, John Roebling—one of Hegel’s students (36). Irwin 

explains: 

Roebling’s Hegelianism also seems to have found material expression in 

manipulating the suspension bridge’s dialectic of opposing forces—vertical 

compression in the stone towers (thesis) balanced against horizontal tension in 

the steel cables (antithesis) to produce suspension (synthesis) as the bridge . . . 

was raised up, soaring above the water and uniting the shores. (36; my 

ellipsis) 

The question that emerges here is: what is the difference between Hegelian synthesis and 

Cranean mystic synthesis? This is the problem that recurs for readers of Crane, particularly 

when it comes to “Atlantis.” Hegel begins from first principles, moving deliberately by 

thinking through concepts in order to eventually contemplate the whole of the universe. 

Crane, by contrast, begins with the end in mind, even as to how he structures the bridge by 

beginning with his theory of synthesis—abandoning the deliberateness of the Hegelian 

dialectic. If anything, Crane offers a mystical dialectic, a sudden revelation that comes upon 

the reader through feelings evoked by the images that make up the poem—the logic of 

metaphor. 

If we move from these last lines of “Atlantis” to the whole of the poem, several 

formal qualities become apparent: Crane’s multilayered approach to using the following 

formal devices: anaphora, apostrophe, and allusion, often at the same time (e.g., addressing a 

mythic figure). As my analysis proves in the next two sections, Crane writes “Atlantis” as a 

symphony of myth.  

Anaphora, Apostrophe, and Allusion 
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 In Book I, “Ave Maria,” Crane relies on the “O” exclamation as a device that is 

simultaneously formal (assonance, anaphora) and thematic (apostrophe, allusion). He 

purposefully integrates these “O” phrases (such as “O Thou”) into the structure of his poem. 

In Book VIII, “Atlantis,” Crane returns to the “O Thou” apostrophe, as I illustrate below in  

Table 7. 

Line number Full line text Addressee 

20 Two worlds of sleep (O arching strands of 

song!) 

The bridge (its cables) 

44 Of deepest day—O Choir, translating time Angels (heavenly choir) 

48 O Love, thy white, pervasive Paradigm . . . ! Love 

57 O Thou steeled Cognizance whose leap 

commits 

The bridge (its arch) 

67 O River-throated—iridescently unborne The bridge 

73 Forever Deity’s glittering Pledge, O Thou The bridge 

83 Unspeakable Thou Bridge to Thee, O Love. Love 

85 O Answerer of all,—Anemone,— God 

87 (O Thou whose radiance doth inherit me) God / Atlantis 

 

Table 7: Instances of “O” Apostrophe in “Atlantis” (Book VIII) 

“Atlantis” is different from “Ave Maria” when it comes to the level of abstraction in the 

references. I struggled to pin down the addressee of each of these apostrophes. “Atlantis” is 

the most difficult section of The Bridge, both formally (syntax, allusion) and thematically 

(references, action of the poem). Moreover, it is the most abstract, rather than literal book of 

the epic. The problem here (if we want to call it that) is Crane’s logic of metaphor. 

What, then, is a formalist to do? To abandon poetic structure entirely ignores Crane’s 

careful scaffolding and attention to the materials of his craft. We can trace the formal 
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contours of the poem, and still encounter the very real problem in “Atlantis” that these 

critical tools break down, particularly—as Crane desires—when it comes to metaphor. It is a 

difficult poem to analyze because Crane has too much aesthetic power, rather than too little. 

 Just as Crane uses assonance, anaphora, and apostrophe in his “O” addresses, he 

similarly intertwines the multiple techniques of allusion and apostrophe with the other 

addresses in “Atlantis.” The speaker uses a series of exclamation points to call out to Jason 

(“And you, aloft there—Jason! hesting Shout!”), Cathay (“In myriad syllables,—Psalm of 

Cathay!”), and Atlantis (“Atlantis,—hold thy floating singer late!”). This section of The 

Bridge is constructed by overlaying formal techniques on top of each other in the same lines, 

even the same letters; the rich profusion of formal devices makes “Atlantis” a strong 

foundation for Crane’s epic project. Although this foundation comes at the end of the epic, it 

is essential to Crane’s poetic aims. He rests on a strong formal structure to present a 

counterpoint (thesis) to his experimental theme (antithesis), in the hopes that the two will 

become something more than the sum of their parts. 

 Crane speaks directly to his intertextual references (e.g. Tyre, Troy, Jason, etc.) so 

that he can grant the speaker a vision of the past. This is a counter-move to Eliot, who merely 

mentions rather than invokes his references. (Even Eliot’s collection of notes for The Waste 

Land are more of a catalogue rather than the site of metaphysical exchange with his subjects.) 

In stanza four of “Atlantis,” Crane’s speaker tries and fails to see into a place beyond space 

and time: 

  Sheerly the eyes, like seagulls stung with rime— 

  Slit and propelled by glistening fins of light— 

  Pick biting way up towering looms that press 
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  Sidelong with flight of blade on tendon blade 

  —Tomorrow into yesteryear—and link 

  What cipher-script of time no traveller reads 

  But who, through smoking pyres of love and death, 

  Searches the timeless laugh of mythic spears. (25-32) 

The diction here creates an extended metaphor of cloudy or blurry vision: “Sheerly the eyes   

. . . stung with rime” (25), “Slit . . . by glistening . . . light—” (26), “cipher-script” that “no 

traveller reads” (30), looking “through smoking pyres” (31), and “Searches” (32), as in 

scanning the sky. The speaker is alternately tearing up (from sea spray), guarding against 

blinding light, looking at a jumble of letters, squinting through smoke, and searching for 

something beyond the columns of the bridge. He is blocked, thwarted by an inability to 

transcend the bounds of time. 

 The allusions in stanza five present a solution to the cloudiness of vision in stanza 

four. Now close to the middle of the poem, the speaker moves from standing on the bridge, 

gazing upwards (as he has done from stanzas one through four) to walking down a 

metaphorical bridge to that space beyond time. Crane uses apostrophe as the speaker calls out 

to Jason and Aeolus to help him transcend the bridge of metaphor: 

  And you, aloft there—Jason! hesting Shout! 

  Still wrapping harness to the swarming air! 

  Silvery the rushing wake, surpassing call, 

  Beams yelling Aeolus! splintered in the straits! (37-40) 

That this allusion is simultaneously apostrophe—assuming Jason and Aeolus aren’t really 

there—and dialogue—assuming Jason and Aeolus can hear the speaker. Rather than mere 
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allusion, addressing or speaking with these characters gives Crane’s speaker a relationship 

(imagined or real) with these figures. “Atlantis” has the same incantatory feel as “Ave 

Maria,” again invoking the divine as in a classical epic. It seems fitting that the winds of 

Aeolus end Crane’s epic, where they began Vergil’s Aeneid; Crane again makes an argument 

for a poetry beyond time with this reversal. 

Alliteration, Assonance, and Consonance 

 “Atlantis” relies on alliteration, assonance (often as internal rhyme), and consonance 

to further enact poetic scaffolding. Examples of alliteration include: “miles of shuttering 

moonlight syncopate” (3), “Tall Vision-of-the-Voyage, tensely” (42), and “antiphonal in 

azure swing” (96). Examples of assonance, as internal rhyme are as follows: “veering with 

light, the flight” (2) and “Transparent meshes fleckless” (6). Lastly, instances of consonance 

include: “night, granite and steel” (5), “from time’s realm” (63), and “Beams yelling 

Aeoulus! Splintered in the straights!” (40). These sound devices draw the reader’s attention 

to poetry’s oral (and aural) qualities. An oral poem imagines a performance in the tradition of 

an ancient epic. Crane calls in an audience, imagining a community of listeners, rather than a 

single reader in isolation. He makes his poem a symphony by employing the regular meter of 

blank verse and repeated sounds.  

 While each book in The Bridge has its own metaphor (e.g., “Ave Maria” is a ship, 

“Cape Hatteras” is a plane), what is different about “Atlantis” is its reliance on sound as a 

metaphor. Lee Edelman points out that Crane assigns “Atlantis” not one but several 

metaphors in a 1926 letter to Waldo Frank (Edelman 229). Crane writes: 

  I dare congratulate myself a little, I think, in having found some liberation for 
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my condensed metaphorical habit in a form as symphonic (at least so 

attempted) as this. 

 The bridge in becoming a world, a woman, a tremendous harp (as it 

does finally) seems to really have a career. (Crane 430-431) 

Edelman finds that Crane uses the metaphor of the bridge as Aeolian lyre in order to offer an 

alternative to the romanticisms of both Whitman and his British counterparts (Shelley, Keats, 

and Coleridge) (229). Edelman explains Crane’s vision of the poet as “one whose activities 

produce a power exceeding nature itself,” rather than “an ‘instrument’ over which the god of 

inspiration passes” (230). I agree with Edelman that Crane’s speaker in “Atlantis” is more 

powerful than a mere vessel of poetic inspiration. Further, I find that Crane’s figure of the 

poet (as in the poet in Plato, Emerson, or Whitman) as the agent of synthesis between man 

and nature, or, as Emerson might put it, public versus private power.  

Book IV, “Cape Hatteras” 
 

So far in this chapter, I have examined the overall structure of The Bridge, as well as 

theme and form in its first and last books, “Ave Maria” and “Atlantis.” While Book VI, “The 

Tunnel,” is often described critically as a book of transition (a tradition that begins with 

Brom Weber in the 1940s), I argue that Book IV, “Cape Hatteras” is as significant a 

transition in The Bridge. Crane initially conceived of this book, as I mentioned before, as 

“Whitman—The Spiritual body of America” (440). Originally set up as the third book of the 

epic, this Whitman book was supposed to function as a transition between allegory and song. 

The first three books were to interrogate American space, the American body, and the 

American spirit; then book four was a jazz riff on industrialization (and race), followed by a 

kind of katabatic journey into the mechanized world of the subway to emerge at the final 
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book five, which was the bridge where all the natural and mechanical would be resolved 

(among other contradictions that make up Crane’s American myth). Therefore the “Cape 

Hatteras” or Whitman book of The Bridge was the end of one cycle of the poem, and the 

beginning of another. 

Even in its final iteration as Book IV, rather than Book III, “Cape Hatteras” is very 

much, as Waldo Frank put it (1933), the turning point of the poem. In the universe of Crane’s 

epic, Whitman is a driving force—one whose spirit negotiates between American geography 

American industrialization. Thus, Book IV invokes Whitman’s poetic power to (1) enable the 

successful flight of the Wright brothers (which took place near Cape Hatteras), and (2) 

enable the continued progress of The Bridge through American modernity.  

Whitman is invoked as a poetic muse in the epigraph of “Cape Hatteras” (the 

quotation from “Passage to India” I explored earlier in this chapter), and then appears in the 

following places of the twenty-stanza poem: in the second, fifth, thirteenth, fourteenth, and 

eighteenth through twentieth stanzas. Whitman’s name both opens (epigraph, stanza two) and 

closes (some of the last few lines in the poem in stanza twenty) “Cape Hatteras.” The first 

appearance of Whitman after the epigraph sets the tone: “Or to read to you, Walt—knowing 

us in thrall” (16). Here, Crane refers to Whitman familiarly as Walt. The poetic speaker is “in 

thrall” of Whitman, who functions as the addressee of Book IV. The word “us” connects the 

reader with the poetic speaker, creating a community—in which I posit that Crane uses the 

speaker as synecdoche for the whole of America—in thrall of Whitman. To be in thrall is to 

be subject to someone, which casts Whitman as the master or sovereign of American poetry.  

The familiar tone with Whitman begins with “to you, Walt” (16), and continues with 

similar syntactic constructions: “Walt, tell me, Walt” (47); “O Walt!” (159); “O Walt,” (173); 
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“yes, Walt” (228); and lastly, “My hand / in yours, / Walt Whitman—” (231-233). Whitman 

appears as metonym in the mention of his poem “Recorders Ages Hence,” which first 

appears in the 1867 edition of Leaves of Grass. A quarter of the way through “Cape 

Hatteras,” in stanza five, Crane’s speaker brings in “Recorders Ages Hence” as a substitute 

for Whitman, before turning to address him directly: 

—“Recorders ages hence”—ah, syllables of faith! 

Walt, tell me, Walt Whitman, if infinity 

Be still the same as when you walked the beach 

Near Paumanok—your lone patrol—and heard the wraith (46-49) 

One way to interpret Crane’s use of Whitman’s poem is as a prayer or offering to the muse of 

Whitman himself. Of greater significance is how “Recorders Ages Hence” functions as a 

metonymic substitute for Whitman in the poem. Crane invokes it, and Whitman himself 

appears in the poem immediately afterwards.  

In the penultimate stanza of the poem, “Recorders Ages Hence” appears again: 

  Recorders ages hence, yes, they shall hear 

  In their own veins uncancelled thy sure tread 

  And read thee by the aureole ’round thy head 

  Of pasture-shine, Panis Angelicus! (224-227) 

Panis Angelicus, or bread of the angels, refers to a hymn by Thomas Aquinas written for the 

Feast of Corpus Christi. In this passage, Whitman’s poem becomes a mystic music, whereby 

hearing/reading the work of a sainted Walt Whitman enacts a transubstantiation: the blood of 

the poet becomes the blood of the reader. Corpus Christi celebrates Jesus’ real and corporeal 

presence in communion. I argue that this is one of the most important moments in Crane’s 
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epic, and the place where he resolves Whitman’s dilemma of how to project his body into the 

future for the reader. Crane uses one kind of synthesis—the mysteries of Catholicism—and 

considers that an equally mysterious process is in play in Whitman’s poetry. Where in my 

Chapter Two I find that Whitman can only metaphorically transfer himself in his poem, in 

this chapter, I posit that Crane affirms the possibility of Whitman’s literal and corporeal 

presence in poetry. Despite the potential irony in Crane’s rhyme of the lines, a departure 

from his usual style, the continued references to Panus Anglicus suggest that corporeality is a 

central concern of “Cape Hatteras.” Additionally, this book of The Bridge points to Whitman 

as a source of power for the modern epic. The first books are a return to the past from a fallen 

present. When Crane’s speaker reaches Whitman in “Cape Hatteras,” the book begins to 

move towards the present again as the epics of the past give shape to the epic of the future. 

 “Cape Hatteras” is where Crane’s inherits the full power of Whitman, described 

through vista. Whitman takes the speaker “there and beyond!” (173), beyond referring to a 

new consciousness. At the end of stanza eighteen, Crane’s speaker exclaims: 

To course that span of consciousness thou’st named  

The Open Road—thy vision is reclaimed! 

What heritage thou’st signaled to our hands! (219-221) 

All of the exclamation marks power the poem to its end, an energetic constant forward 

motion of possibility. I argue that at the end of Book IV, Crane has arrived at a moment of 

positive ecstatic possibility, one that prefigures the final ending of the poem in Book VII, 

“Atlantis.” The last stanza of “Cape Hatteras” is reproduced below in its entirety: 

yes, Walt, 

  Afoot again, and onward without halt,— 
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  Not soon, nor suddenly,—no, never to let go 

   My hand 

         in yours, 

      Walt Whitman— 

         so— (228-234) 

It begins with “yes,” a word that insists on the positive possibilities of an American poetry 

and ends, like Whitman’s “Song of Myself,” with a grammar mark that suggest infinite 

futures. As Crane writes in “General Aims and Theories”: 

I am concerned with the future of America . . . I feel persuaded that here are 

destined to be discovered certain as yet undefined spiritual quantities, perhaps 

a new hierarchy of faith not to be developed so completely elsewhere. And in 

this process I like to feel myself as a potential factor. (161) 

One of the ways—but not the only way—Crane works towards that future is by seeking in 

his poetry these sources of spiritual power. As he discovers in “Cape Hatteras,” Whitman is 

certainly one of these currents of energy he can harness for the rest of The Bridge. 

Conclusion 
 
 Just as I let Whitman have the last word in Chapter Two, here I will let Crane sum up 

his poetics. Crane divides poets into absolutists and impressionists. Impressionists, he 

explains, are content to register a flicker of vision on the mind of their reader, and leave the 

tricky work of synthesis for the reader to figure out on his or her own. In some ways, these 

impressionists are a bit symbolistic. Crane states, “If the effect has been harmonious or even 

stimulating, [t]he [impressionist] can stop there” (162-163). Impressionists, he insists, care 

little for “metaphysics,” as Crane puts it. Absolutists, by contrast, produce a total aesthetic 
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experience that the reader cannot help but go along with, even if it only lasts a short time. 

Absolutists such as Crane himself, Donne, Blake, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, and Blake, are the 

ones whose poetry works toward “a state of consciousness, an ‘innocence’ (Blake) or 

absolute beauty” (Crane 163). This ecstatic state is the one Crane is thinking of when, as I 

described in the introduction to this chapter, he aimed to “go through the combined materials 

of the poem” to a place where “there may be discoverable under new forms certain spiritual 

illuminations, shining with a morality essentialized from experience directly, and not from 

previous precepts or preconceptions” (163). 

 I argue that in The Bridge, Crane privileges the act of synthesizing over the product of 

synthesis. The bridge itself is a symbol of being between two states, of this through-ness of 

process. While Whitman turns to the reader in the hopes that synthesis will happen for 

someone else, Crane settles on the attempt to synthesize—whether or not synthesis ever 

occurs, whether it’s carried out by him, his poetic speaker, the reader, or the poem itself. In 

other words, a Cranean vista looks to the moment of walking the bridge, not what might 

happen on the other side. In “Atlantis,” the speaker is both “infinite” and “One”; 

“Unspeakable” and “Answerer of all”; “secular” and “myth.” This is not a Whitmanian 

embrace of contradictory impulses. Instead, Crane offers The Bridge as a way across 

supposedly irreconcilable gulfs: of symbol and language, of past and present, of the real and 

the mythic. 
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Chapter 3 Notes  
 

i. I have pulled parts of Frank’s “An Introduction to Hart Crane” (1933) that capture his 

outline of how The Bridge is structured. All are quotes, and the ellipses are mine. 

• In “Proem,” the poet exhorts the object of his choice—the Bridge. It shall synthesize 

the world of chaos.  

• Part One, “Ave Maria,” is the vision of Columbus, mystic navigator who mapped his 

voyage in Isaiah, seeking to weld the world’s riven halves into one. 

• Part Two, “Powhatan’s Daughter,” … begins the recital of the poet’s journey which 

traces … the myth’s trajectory … The poet awakes in his room above the Harbor, 

beside his lover. He walks … through the lowly Brooklyn streets: but walks with his 

cultural past: Pizarro, Cortés, Priscilla , and now Rip Van Winkle. The poet descends 

the subway … and now the subway is a river “leaping” from Far Rockaway to 

Golden Gate. A river of steel rails at first, … The patterning march of the American 

[westward] settlers traces the body, gradually, of Pocahontas. 

• Now, with Part Three, “Cutty Sark,” the physical course of the poet (the subway ride 

has exploded into the cosmic implication of the River) returns to view, but blurred.  

• Part Four, “Cape Hatteras,” is the turning point of the Poem … [it] invokes the 

geologic age … [and] industrial America; the “red, eternal flesh of Pocahontas” [i.e., 

the American earth] gives us, finally, Walt Whitman … [who] takes the hand of the 

poet. 

• Parts Five and Six are interludes. 

• Part Seven, “The Tunnel,” carries the poem to its climax. 
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• The final part, “Atlantis,” is a transposed return to the beginning. The Bridge, in 

Time, has linked Atlantis with Cathay. Now it becomes absolute experience. Like any 

human event, fully known, it links man, instantaneously, beyond time, with the Truth. 

ii. Here is the full list of mentions of fire or fire imagery in Books II through VII of The 

Bridge. 

Book II, “Powhatan’s Daughter” 

• From “Van Winkle”: the cinders, ashes, and “as clean as fire” (28)  

• From “The River”: “final reckonings of fire and snow” (37) and “the lamp’s thin 

flame (73)  

• From “The Dance”: “Wrapped in that fire” (67), “Flame cataracts of heaven” (71), 

and “fire-gall” (85) 

• From “Indiana”: “the firecat slunk away” (17) 

Book III, “Cutty Sark” 

• “with ashes sifting down” (30) and “that / torch of hers” (55-56) 

Book IV, “Cape Hatteras” 

• “the blaze / Of love’s” (198-199) 

Book V, “Three Songs” 

• From “Southern Cross”: “the slowly smoldering fire” (6), “The embers of the Cross” 

(22), “it is fire” (24) 

• From “National Winter Garden”: “through the smoke” (6 and 9) and “When all the 

fireworks blare” (10) 

Book VII, “The Tunnel” 

• “Whose body smokes” (67), “a smoldering bundle” (68), and “O Hand of Fire” (137) 
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Chapter 4: “We listen unceasingly to the call to fill this mighty 
void with beings of flesh and blood”: Pablo Neruda’s Canto 

general (1950) 
 
Introduction 

In this chapter, I add a third case study to my dissertation project: Pablo Neruda’s 

1950 epic poem Canto general. Neruda writes his long poem with a similar ambition to 

Crane and Whitman: to create a myth of America, one that makes (or remakes, as the 

case may be) the nation. Canto general was published almost a century after the first 

edition of Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, and a generation after Crane’s The Bridge. In it, 

Neruda revels in the cacophony of voices that make up the Americas. Whereas Whitman 

privileges a private poetics, Neruda insists that epic power is found in the public. In his 

Nobel Lecture (1971), he tells the story of his exile from Chile, a harrowing journey 

through the Andes mountains and a metaphor for his poetic career. Neruda recounts: 

During this long journey I found the necessary components for the making 

of the poem. There I received contributions from the earth and from the 

soul. And I believe that poetry is an action, ephemeral or solemn, in which 

there enter as equal partners solitude and solidarity, emotion and action, 

the nearness to oneself, the nearness to mankind and to the secret 

manifestations of nature. And no less strongly I think that all this is 

sustained—man and his shadow, man and his conduct, man and his 

poetry—by an ever-wider sense of community, by an effort which will 

forever bring together the reality and the dreams in us because it is 
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precisely in this way that poetry unites and mingles them. (“Nobel 

Lecture”) 

In the first half of this passage, Neruda sounds like Emerson drawing on the “secret 

manifestations of nature” as a source of poetic power.8 In keeping with Emerson, Neruda 

also describes poetry and the poet as the great reconcilers of opposites. Lastly, as I 

mentioned in Chapter Two, for Emerson, poetry begins as public. In the second half of 

the above passage Neruda goes beyond the frame of Emerson’s theories, arguing that 

poetry “is sustained . . . by an ever-wider sense of community” (“Nobel Lecture”). Thus, 

while the poet may begin the process of a poem, its reading public keeps it going. 

Indeed, for Neruda, the poet is not only connector, but also maker. He continues 

in the same speech:   

As far as we in particular are concerned, we writers within the 

tremendously far-flung American region, we listen unceasingly to the call 

to fill this mighty void with beings of flesh and blood. We are conscious 

of our duty as fulfillers . . . We must fill with words the most distant 

places in a dumb continent and we are intoxicated by this task of making 

fables and giving names . . . Each and every one of my verses has chosen 

                                                
8 In the “Discipline” section of Nature, Emerson reveals that Nature’s secrets are (1) that 
man’s will can shape the world, and (2) that Nature’s raw power can be put to any use—
including, as it works for Neruda, poetic power. Emerson writes: 

The exercise of the Will or the lesson of power is taught in every event. 
From the child's successive possession of his several senses up to the hour 
when he saith, “Thy will be done!” he is learning the secret, that he can 
reduce under his will, not only particular events, but great classes, nay the 
whole series of events, and so conform all facts to his character. Nature is 
thoroughly mediate. It is made to serve. It receives the dominion of man as 
meekly as the ass on which the Saviour rode. It offers all its kingdoms to 
man as the raw material which he may mould into what is useful. (40) 
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to take its place as a tangible object, each and every one of my poems has 

claimed to be a useful working instrument, each and every one of my 

songs has endeavored to serve as a sign in space for a meeting between 

paths which cross one another, or as a piece of stone or wood on which 

someone, some others, those who follow after, will be able to carve the 

new signs. (Neruda, “Nobel Lecture”) 

Poetry is generated by and exists to serve a public. In creating its own public, poetry 

becomes materials that any ready reader can reuse. Therefore, in this dissertation, 

Neruda’s poetry and poetics disagree with Whitman’s and Crane’s (and Plato’s and 

Emerson’s, for that matter) theories of how poetic power moves between poet and 

audience. 

 Neruda surpasses the scale of Whitman’s and Crane’s poetic vistas. He goes 

beyond Crane in his revisionary aims of American history, using transhistorical space to 

its fullest ability. Unlike Crane, Neruda does not hope to escape linear time, nor reach a 

transcendental future. His main aim is to change the present by revising the past. Like 

Whitman, Neruda uses vision (revision as re-visioning, or vista) as poetic method. Yet 

where Whitman settles on the individual as the agent of vista, Neruda emphasizes the role 

of the collective.  

In other words, whereas my Walt Whitman chapter (Chapter Two) investigated a 

private poetics of embodiment, in this chapter I argue that Neruda articulates a public 

power through embodiment—particularly through the combined powers of blood and the 

tallying process I call naming. Neruda envisions a family tree that connects past and 

present, nature and spirit, through blood. Further, my Hart Crane chapter (Chapter Three) 
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emphasizes the role of process over product, specifically the attempt to synthesize over 

whether the whole holds together. Crane takes on time (America’s past, present, and 

future) in his project. The speaker uses embodiment in order to briefly experience life as 

one of several epic heroes, including Columbus, Maquokeeta, and even Whitman 

himself. Neruda’s project exceeds the scale of even Crane’s ambitions: he produces 

fifteen books full of epic heroes of the Americas. Examples include major figures such as 

President Abraham Lincoln, nineteenth-century Cuban poet José Martí, and eighteenth-

century Haitian Revolution leader Toussaint L’Ouverture. Yet Neruda also elevates the 

everyman to an epic hero, writing poems dedicated to Antonio Bernales (a Colombian 

fisherman), Olegario Sepúlveda (a Chilean shoemaker), and several unnamed everyday 

types of people (sections titled “The Student” or “The Traveler”). 

For Whitman, it is the reader, not the poet, who can bring together previously 

irreconcilable elements (e.g., collective/individual, past/present, nature/spirit). The poet’s 

job is to, as Emerson puts it, “indicate the path” towards this raw poetic power. 

Therefore, the image of Whitman’s poetics is a chain that moves power from nature (the 

muse, the divine, etc.), to poet, to reader. By the same token, poetry is part of a 

straightforward mimetic process that begins with a higher ideal, which the poet has some 

glimpse of, and mimics in his work. The reader gets closer to the ideal through the poet’s 

work. (Though I’ve described Whitman’s poetics in terms of Plato’s Ion, it must be noted 

that for Plato, poetry was a poor substitute for that ideal.) 

The shape that best describes Crane’s poetics is an asterisk: where all points of 

view, all time, and all space converge at one point (the center of the Brooklyn Bridge, at 

midnight). The speaker of the poem—or as Crane hoped, the reader—can travel from that 
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center point to any of the other books of The Bridge. The asterisk is particularly fitting 

because the bridge is a path between any number of possibilities, not just a straight line 

between a mere two concepts. 

Neruda’s poetics take a layered shape, a sedimentary rock in which moments of 

past layers are visible in the present; simultaneously, the present is constituted by its 

engagements with its pasts. Another metaphor is the palimpsest, whereby America can 

only be written by rewriting over its past. Neruda’s epic suggests that we find this past 

and engage with it through embodiment and affect. I define the term “embodiment” as a 

body-knowing, specifically one that precedes thought. The kind of embodiment that 

Neruda is sketching out in Canto general transfers sensations directly between the 

speaker and addressee, or poet and reader. We can think of this transfer as a way around 

the problem of mimetic reproduction. Neruda’s poetics of embodiment uses blood (a 

metaphor, as felt reality) to create a kind of ideal power that moves in a direct, pre-verbal 

relationship between writer and audience. In other words, blood is so visceral that it is a 

production rather than reproduction. Blood and the wounded body are, for Neruda, an 

instinctual kind of experience that operates alongside and through the subjective lyric 

mode. 

Bloody embodiment moves beyond the frame of a Whitmanian theory of poetry 

as a chain of affective-attractive power transferred from speaker and reader. In his 1974 

memoirs, Confieso que he vivido: Memorias (I confess that I have lived: 

Memoirs/Memories), Neruda offers a story that encapsulates the audience as the center of 

his poetics. (Neruda, a keen translator, draws our attention to the difference between the 

terms “memory” and “memoir,” as well as the similarities and differences between the 
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Spanish, English, and French languages.) Neruda is invited to give a reading at a union 

meeting of Vega loaders. Vega Central is a large open-air market in Santiago, Chile, and 

the loaders move produce for sale. Neruda explains how he thought he would have 

nothing in common with these men (he was a bit of a classist snob, despite his ardent 

Marxist politics), but by reading aloud to them, was overcome with a sense of 

connection. He writes: 

Well, I thought I would just read a handful of poems, add a few words, 

and say goodbye. But it didn’t work out that way. Reading poem after 

poem, hearing the deep well of silence into which my words were falling, 

watching those eyes and dark eyebrows following my verses so intently, I 

realized that my book was hitting its mark. I went on reading and reading, 

affected by the sound of my own poetry, shaken by the magnetic power 

that linked my poems and those forsaken souls. (Neruda, Memoirs 254) 

Here, Neruda invents a “magnetic power” that connects poet and reader. Ultimately, he 

argues that it is the poet who is affected by the listener, rather than the other way around. 

The purpose of Canto general is to explore the collective as an epic hero, and to consider 

all the pasts of America, not just its most recent past. (An alternative reading is that 

Neruda speaks at the audience as a one-way connection, rather than communing with 

them. The solution here, as I discuss in the section on embodiment, is that poetic rather 

than fictive space is where both speaker and listener can connect.) 

 In the rest of this chapter I first examine how Canto general is structured as a 

whole. Next, my analysis moves through the two overarching theories that come through 
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in Neruda’s epic project, particularly as they resonate with the other two poets in this 

dissertation. Lastly, I offer some thoughts on a hemispheric vista.  

Structure of Canto general 

Basic Structure and Review of Literature 

Canto general is made up of fifteen books or cantos. Each book contains between 

five and twenty-eight numbered (and often, but not always, titled) sections. Additionally, 

some of the numbered sections in each book have sub-sections that are titled but not 

numbered. For example, Book I, “A Lamp on Earth,” has six sections, one of which is 

Section I, “Amor America (1400).” Within “Amor America (1400)” is one sub-section 

titled “Vegetation.” Figure 2 (below) shows the table of contents for Book I, which 

features the hierarchy of numbered poems and unnumbered—but still titled—poems. 

 

Figure 2: Table of Contents for Book I of Canto general 

Neruda has arranged his poem in this cacophonous order: numbered and titled books, 

numbered and titled sections in each book, and some poems with additional titles that 

make up sub-sections in each of the book sections. Compared to Whitman’s 1855 Leaves 

of Grass, with its untitled poems, Neruda’s poems are almost over-titled. It is not clear to 

me whether the epic is broken up into so many sections due to how it was composed (in 

fits and starts, piece by piece), or in service of a structural metaphor. One of the readings 

that has always stayed with me is Mark Strand’s description of Canto general’s many 

sections as encyclopedic: “It is a lyrical encyclopedia of the New World, proceeding 
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chronologically through three hundred and forty poems and more than five hundred 

pages” (Strand). Strand tells a popular audience the same thing Enrico Mario Santí told 

academics twenty years earlier (1982): that Neruda’s Canto general is structured as an 

encyclopedia (Santí 185).  

For the most part, past critical interpretation of Canto general has rested on 

thematic rather than formal readings. One exception is Bonnie Brown’s (1980) study on 

the “yo-tú” dialogue between speaker and reader (in English, the I/you dialogue). Brown 

argues that the structure of Canto general, like Neruda’s Residencias (1935) and Veinte 

poemas de amor (1924), rests on the back and forth between the “I” and “you” 

perspectives: 

From his earliest verse to his last, Neruda experimented with perspective, 

drawing the reader into the poem as a synthesizer of dualities, an 

integrator of apparently disparate points of view. One poetic construct 

common to many Nerudian poems is the <<yo-tú>> relationship 

established between speaker and reader. An examination of several 

Neruda poems will show how their thematic and stylistic characteristics 

develop within that <<yo-tú>> narrative structure. (45) 

The remaining critical explanations of the structure of Neruda’s epic (which I will review 

in the next several pages) are that it is organized around certain images (poetic and 

visual-artistic), metaphors, myths as framework. 

Perhaps the most significant early work on the thematic structure of Neruda’s 

work, Frank Riess’ book-length study of Canto general (1972) organizes the epic into 

categories of images “as signs of the poem’s frame of reference” (xv). Reiss borrows the 
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theory of an “instrumental set” from anthropology (Claude Lévi-Strauss), arguing that, as 

Barbara Aponte puts it in a review of Riess’ work, “the poet can make comparisons 

which, though they appear random, conform to a coherent set of general principles” 

(Aponte 228). The dominant instrumental sets in Riess’ work are man, ocean, and land. 

Riess himself argues that Macchu Picchu provides a structural metaphor (or a frame of 

reference) for the whole of Canto general: 

The city of Macchu-Picchu as a whole synthesizes all the different strands 

of Neruda’s cosmology . . . It is the city as a unit, and the city as a single 

pattern of interconnected shapes (arquitectura), that seizes the poet’s 

imagination. (13) 

Juan Villegas (1976) is aligned with Riess in asserting that there is a mythic cosmology 

in Neruda. However, for Villegas, myth is not merely a set of references or landmarks in 

the poem: 

In Canto general, Neruda does not incorporate mythic elements as 

external anecdotal material, manifest in the names of indigenous people or 

mythological allusions of the primitive world. These elements do not 

constitute a value in themselves, rather, they undergird a mythic structure 

that organizes the whole of the composition. In other Latin American 

poets, it appears, myth is more evident through the multiplicity of 

occasions in which recurs a language—place names or designations that 

“remember” the indigenous culture. In Neruda, it is the mythifying 
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imagination that discovers the subterranean myth that transforms reality 

into a mythic world.9 (86; my translation) 

Thus, myth is more than a return to (an indigenous) origin in Canto general. Instead, 

mythmaking is the entire structure of the epic poem, specifically as it relates to a positive 

vision of the future. For Villegas, then, Canto general is structured much like Hart 

Crane’s The Bridge (although Villegas does not mention Crane at all): a return to the past 

from a fallen present in order to synthesize a better future. Villegas writes: 

The description of the demonic and hellish world, the predominance of 

evil, is not seen as the end of the world or an indefinite permanence. On 

the contrary, it is conceived of as a transitional state, in which already you 

can glimpse the advent of a new form of existence. The speaker insists on 

communicating this sentiment of optimism and hope to his listeners. The 

linguistic recurrence of the speaker would not be sufficient nor totally 

convincing. What turns out to be more convincing is the irremediability of 

the historical discourse implicit in the mythic structure.10 (87, my 

translation) 

 

                                                
9 Original: En el Canto general, Neruda no incorpora los elementos míticos como material externo, 
anecdótico, manifiesto en nombres de indios o alusiones mitológicas del mundo primitivo. No constituyen 
un valor en sí sino que subordinados a una estructura mítica que organiza el todo de la composición. En 
otros poetas latinoamericanos, en apariencia, el mito es mais evidente por la multiplicidad de ocasiones en 
que se recurre a un lenguaje, toponimicos o designaciones que “recuerdan” la cultura indí gena. En Neruda, 
es la imaginación mitificadora que tanto descubre el mito subterrineo como transforma la realidad en un 
mundo mitificado. (Villegas 86) 
 
10 Original: La descripción del mundo demoníaco e infernal, el predominio del mal, no es visto como el fin 
del mundo o de permanencia indefinida. Por el contrario, es concebido como un estado transicional, en el 
cual ya se vislumbra el advenimiento de una nueva forma de existencia. El hablante insiste en comunicar 
este sentimiento de optimismo y esperanza a sus oyentes. La recurrencia linguistica del hablante no sería 
suficiente para el convencimiento total. Lo que resulta más convincente es la irremediabilidad del decurso 
histórico implicita en la estructura mítica. (Villegas 87) 
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On the one hand, Villegas offers an interpretation of Neruda’s structure that aligns with 

Crane’s: a poetic contemporaneity constructed of the epic heroes of the past. On the other 

hand, Villegas offers a description of myth as structure without providing sufficient close 

reading of exactly how Neruda accomplishes this task—making it difficult to evaluate his 

claim. 

José Quiroga (1992) understands the epic as structured by the images of water and 

air—in some ways a recapitulation of Riess’ work on a metaphoric/symbolic frame for 

Canto general: 

Whatever the peculiar configuration of its plot, argument or structure 

might be, Canto general makes sense as a book about words and voices. 

This befits a book whose key elements are water and air. Water defines the 

space of America as continent, air allows the sounds to travel. (“Review” 

346) 

Hugo Méndez-Ramírez’ book on Canto general and ekphrasis (1999) argues that 

Neruda’s poems are intertwined with Mexican muralist movement (think Diego Rivera). 

Méndez-Ramírez divides Canto general into two books, whereby I-VIII align with 

Mexican muralism. Books IX-XV, to him, are more autobiographical and propagandistic 

in nature, following “the trend of revolutionary socialist propaganda expressed through 

Christian iconography” (Méndez-Ramírez 66). His overall mode of comparison explains 

the structure of Canto general as mythic: 

The muralists search for the mythical origins of Mexico, and their 

panoramic depictions of history from before the Conquest to the present, 

have striking parallels with Neruda’s own search for a literature of 
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foundations and his desire to create a verbal representation of the vast 

American reality, to be captured in a volume of biblical ambitions. (125) 

Action as Structure 

My reading of Canto general blends form and theme, and begins by tracing the following plot points in each 
book, laid out in  

Table 8 (next page, below): 
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Book of Canto general Action of the poem 
Book I, “A Lamp on Earth” a pre-Columbian view of the landscape of the 

Americas, a creation myth 
Book II, “The Heights of Macchu Picchu” 11 a journey back in time to commune with the slaves 

who built the ancient monument; an awakening of 
the speaker 

Book III, “The Conquistadors” beginning in 1493, the Europeans raze the land of 
the Americas and murder its inhabitants 

Book IV, “The Liberators” the land and its native people fight back against 
conquest; individual songs of heroes such as José 
Martí and Abraham Lincoln  

Book V, “The Sand Betrayed”:  
 

modern foreign powers, including dictators, re-
enact the violence of the conquistadors 

Book VI, “America, I do not Invoke Your Name in 
Vain” 

arrival in the present day of the 1940s; a survey of 
the natural beauty of the Americas, which acts as a 
balm to all the politics—a return to the natural 
origins of power in Books I and IV 

Book VII, “Canto General of Chile” the speaker returns to Chile; comparable to Book 
VI in terms of its focus on nature, although this 
time limited to Chile rather than the Americas as a 
whole  

Book VIII, “The Earth’s Name is Juan” a series of conversations; a naming of everyday 
folks—e.g., poems titled “Arturo Carrión 
(Seaman, Iquique)” and “Cristoból Miranda 
(Shoveler, Tocopilla)” 

Book IX, “Let the Woodcutter Awaken” flights of fancy to the United States and the USSR; 
homage to Whitman, Lincoln, Melville, and Stalin; 
a dream of peace 

Book X, “The Fugitive” 
 

the speaker flees Chile 

Book XI, “The Flowers of Punitaqui”  
 

meditations on Chile’s natural resources (gold, 
salt, copper), a visit to the mining town of 
Punitaqui 

Book XII, “The Rivers of Song” 
 

a lament for the dead, a reflection on the Spanish 
Civil War (1936) 

Book XIII, “New Year’s Chorale for the Country 
in Darkness” 

the speaker, writing in exile, misses Chile 

Book XIV, “The Great Ocean” a creation myth, a history of humans as ocean-
dwellers, the story of Rapa Nui (Easter Island) 

Book XV, “I am” the story of Neruda’s life (includes dates of 
significant events such as his birthday, his first 
publication, his exile, etc.) 

 

Table 8: Action of each of the books in Canto general 

No existing critical work offers an overview of the action of the poem as a way to 

understand its structure. Ordering it in this way allows for a high-level view of the epic’s 

organization in terms of chronology, geography, speaker, and subject matter.  
                                                
11 Often spelled Machu Picchu in English; I use the same Spanish spelling that Neruda 
does (with two Cs in Macchu) 
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Regarding time, the epic takes place in a mostly orderly progression from a pre-

Columbian past to the present of the poem in the late 1940s. Occasionally, however, its 

actions move either backwards or outside of time. The backwards movement is driven by 

a return to significant historical moments, such as the Spanish Civil War (1936). Broadly, 

though, the long poem begins in the year 1400 with “Amor America (1400),” the first 

poem of Book I, and ends on February 5, 1949 with “I end here (1949),” the final poem 

of Book XV. Neruda is able to take as his object of analysis an even greater chunk of 

time than Hart Crane could in The Bridge (Crane moves from 1492 to 1930). As I 

mentioned in Chapter Three, Whitman falls far short of this centuries-wide view of time, 

confining himself to the first half of the nineteenth century. Chronology structures Canto 

general by presenting a relatively continuous vision of the Americas, one that moves 

from past to present. Additionally, time is a capacious vessel in the world of the poem.  

 As a poem of place, the geography of Canto general is primarily hemispheric 

American, focused mostly on the places of Spanish conquest: from the north in Cuba and 

Mexico, continuing through Central America, heading south through Chile (and the rest 

of the western side of South America). For Neruda, country names and histories are 

always second to the landscape—an unmapped, undivided, unnamed America.  

It is difficult to separate the speaker of the poem from Neruda himself, as the 

structure is at times loosely autobiographical. Six of the books of the fifteen are 

particularly influenced by Neruda’s life and his politics. Books X and XIII focus on the 

speaker’s exile from his native land; Books V and XII condemn Chilean politics’ 

conservatism and the sale of its resources to foreign powers; Book IX is a paean to the 

USSR and Stalin; Book XV is an actual autobiography of Neruda’s life. However, there 
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are still nine books of Canto general that are not tied to Neruda. The rest of the books of 

the poem (Books I through IV, Books VI through VIII, Book XI, and Book XIV) focus 

on the history of the Americas and the history of Chile, with special attention to its 

landscape and its indigenous people. In an approach similar to Hugo Méndez-Ramírez’ 

we can divide up Canto general into two broad subject matter categories: (1) a 

fictionalized account of Neruda’s life, and (2) the story of Chile and/as the story of the 

Americas. Consequently, the structure of the epic gives voice to the multiple perspectives 

of the individual(s) and the many, the local and the global, and the speaker and the poet.  

Neruda takes the largest-scale view of vista. Though vista is tied to the lyric, it reaches 

full power in the epic; the epic offers an exploration of multiple lyric perspectives, as 

well as the connections among them. Neruda’s Canto general is indeed an epic, albeit an 

epic composed of mostly lyric sections.  

Proems as Structure 

A final way to think through the structure is through examining its multiple 

proems. Books I, IV, V, and VII have proems: italicized prefaces that take the printed 

form of a speech act, and that often serve to prefigure the rest of the epic. These proems 

are new beginnings—a second, third, and fourth opening of Canto general. Neruda uses 

multiple prefaces to emphasize time as flexible, proposing a simultaneity of pasts that 

Crane tries to capture in his poetry. Moreover, repeated new beginnings are mimetic of 

the way modern people record history (e.g., the New World versus the Old World, 

literary modernism versus the decadence of the romantics). We could divide Canto 

general into sections based on the proems. The first section would be comprised of 

Books I, II, and III (the shift from an unspoiled American nature and a free indigenous 
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people to conquest). The second section would contain Book IV only (the fight against 

conquest). Books V and VI would make up the third section (modern conquest through 

politics, a return to the power of the landscape as healing). The fourth and final section of 

the poem would begin with Book VII and contain the remaining eight other books of 

Canto general (VII through XV, for a total of nine). Book VII is titled “Canto general of 

Chile,” and grouping the entire epic according to its four proems as new beginnings 

positions the song of Chile as the last step at which the poet arrives. In other words, 

everything in the history sections (the first three) leads up to the song of Chile. These 

multiple proems enact vista because they offer four different ways to look at Canto 

general; each proem allows Neruda to try on different voices as he groups the Americas 

into different sections. Thus American history becomes a sedimentary rock formation or, 

in poetry, a palimpsest, in which the present can only exist as formed or written atop the 

layers of the past.  

In the next two sections of this chapter, I depart from the structure of Chapters 

Two and Three. Rather than focusing on two or three specific poems, in this chapter I 

begin with the two dominant theories that emerge from reading Canto general. I closely 

read parts of several books of the poem as they articulate and enact these theories. These 

methodologies—bloody embodiment and naming—also offer ways to look at the 

structure of Canto general, as well as resonances with the work of Crane and Whitman. 

Embodiment and Blood 
 

Neruda’s poetics prefigures a literary-critical interest in embodiment and affect. 

Canto general takes on the same theories as later scholarship in literature and 

anthropology. Theorists in this group range from Elaine Scarry (The Body in Pain, 1985), 
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who suggests we move from felt sensation to language, rather than the reverse, to Jean 

Jackson (“Pain and Bodies,” 2011), who explores how pain disrupts the mind-body 

dichotomy (Cartesian dualism). In Neruda’s Book II of Canto general, “The Heights of 

Macchu Picchu,” pain and blood are the common ground that connects the twentieth-

century poetic speaker with the fifteenth-century Incans who built the monument. Neruda 

uses the fact that the body creates its own word as a model for a disruptive poetics: a 

poetic world that moves from the inside out, resisting the dominant view of order as 

imposed from the outside. My analysis in the previous two chapters shows that Hart 

Crane focuses on metaphoric power, and that Walt Whitman explores metonymic power. 

Neruda turns instead to an embodied, affective power in his own mythic poetics. Canto 

general begins with a counter-myth to American history, but by the end of the epic, the 

initial project exceeds that frame. The distinctions (between old world and new world, 

conqueror and indigenous people, man and nature, past and present, etc.) become 

something more than a series of opposites held in tension, and yet something less than the 

sum of a whole.  

If embodiment is an epistemology of feeling, as in body sensation, then affect is 

an epistemology of emotion. Affect also offers a new way of ordering the world, even if 

that order is based in disorder. As Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth put it in The 

Affect Theory Reader (2010), “Affect emerges out of muddy, unmediated relatedness and 

not in some dialectical reconciliation of cleanly oppositional elements or primary unities, 

it makes easy compartmentalisms give way to thresholds and tensions, blends and blurs” 

(4). In Neruda’s case affect and embodiment are intertwined. A Nerudian embodied 
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affect looks like the last poem of Book XV, “I am,” the final canto of the epic. Titled “I 

end here (1949),” the poem begins to resolve itself as follows:  

 and I’m strength of pensive stone, 

 happiness of joined hands. 

 

 At last, I’m free within beings. 

 

 Amid beings, like live air, 

 and from corralled solitude 

 I set forth to the multitude of combats, 

 free because my hand holds your hand, 

 conquering indomitable happiness. 

 

 Common book of mankind, broken bread 

 is this geography of my song (XV.xxviii.11-18)12 

For Neruda, freedom, happiness, and futurity all come from the body: from felt 

interpersonal connection. 

 The entire epic has been building to this moment: “At last, I’m free within 

beings” (13). As in the end of “Heights of Macchu Picchu,” the speaker sacrifices himself 

to a great battle: “I set forth to the multitude of combats.” By diving into the fray, the “I” 

is subsumed by the collective multitude, an infinite chain of possibility (and eternal life) 

created by embodiment as touch, and by comradeship. The imagined future readers 

                                                
12 I use this format for line numbers in Canto general: Book number, then section 
number, then line number. So Xv.xxviii.11-18 is Book XV, Section XXVIII, lines 11-18. 
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overtake the speaker, who becomes diffuse and eternal in those readers. Lastly, Canto 

general, the “common book of mankind” is transformed into as vital a geography of the 

Americas as the tangible one. Finally, the bread breaking reverses Jesus’ embodiment. 

Jesus sacrifices himself for the collective; Neruda’s speaker sacrifices himself to the 

collective. Jesus breaks bread and gives it to the apostles; Neruda’s speaker writes a 

book, which is given life by its readers. It is the readers who offer him the bread of 

eternal life.  

 Neruda’s mystic transformation here heeds affect’s insistence on “in-betweens” 

and “romantic wanderings,” as Gregg and Seigworth put it (4). They write that theories of 

affect 

have sometimes been viewed as naively or romantically wandering too far 

out into the groundlessness of a world’s or a body’s myriad inter-

implications, letting themselves get lost into an over-abundance of 

swarming, sliding differences: chasing tiny firefly intensities that flicker 

faintly in the night, registering those resonances that vibrate, . . . 

dramatizing . . . what so often passes beneath mention. But . . . affect’s . . .  

belonging to worlds, bodies, and their in-betweens . . . signals the very 

promise of affect theory too: . . . casting a line along the hopeful (though 

also fearful) cusp of an emergent futurity, casting its lot with the infinitely 

connectable, impersonal, and contagious belongings to this world. (4; my 

ellipses) 

As Neruda asserts, the interstices of worlds, and the idea of going through them to other 

worlds, are at the heart of his epic project. As Enrique Mario Santí points out, while 
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composing Canto general, Neruda told Alfredo Cardona Peña that he began with a Canto 

general of Chile (what went on to become Book VII of Canto general), and went through 

it to a song of the Americas. Further, he uses the names of real people and places to go 

from the material to the mythic, or, as Neruda puts it, “through a revolutionary 

romanticism that is not in disagreement with the reality to which the book aspires” (my 

translation, Santí Introduction 29).13 His poems of through-ness work differently than 

Hart Crane’s or Walt Whitman’s, yet all three take affective approaches. Reading all 

three long poems together has shown that these poets share a deep commitment to going 

through the present or past to an epic future, whether the process of arriving there is 

metaphoric, metonymic, or, as in Neruda, embodied future.   

Blood as Connection: Between Reader and Speaker, Between Speaker and Nature 

Neruda’s embodiment through blood in Canto general moves from reader to 

speaker, which allows Neruda’s persona to harness the centuries-old public power of his 

ancestors. Rather than the poet or speaker indicating the path for the reader or listener as 

in Emerson’s “The Poet”, the addressee brings the speaker into contact with a universal 

power through a universal feeling. In Canto general, the predominant mode of this 

affective merging is through the power of blood. As I will explore in the following pages, 

blood functions in the following ways in Canto general: (1) a connection between reader 

and speaker, (2) a connection between man and nature; and (3) a witnessing of violence.  

In Book II, “The Heights of Macchu Picchu,” the corporeal becomes a way to 

connect the reader and the speaker. The speaker calls out to the long-dead slaves who 

                                                
13 Original: “he querido dar la sensación de nuestras luchas continentales a través de un 
romanticismo revolucionario que no está en desacuerdo con el realismo a que aspira tener 
el libro” (Santí Introduction 29). 
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built the stone citadel, focusing particularly on blood. “Rise up and be born with me, my 

brother,” the speaker demands (II.x.1). “Show me your blood,” he requests (II.x.18). 

Neruda’s persona continues: 

 show me the stone on which you fell 

 and the wood on which you were crucified, 

 strike the old flintstones, 

 the old lamps, the whips sticking 

 throughout centuries to your wounds 

 and the war clubs glistening red. (II.xii.18-27) 

Although it is masons and tillers who are addressed, this passage is an allusion to Christ’s 

crucifixion. The addressee of the poem takes on the same function as Christ for the 

speaker of the poem. These long-dead brother laborers bleed so that Neruda’s persona 

can be reborn. 

However, there is a twist: as they rise from the dead, they kill the poetic speaker. 

The poem continues: 

 I’ve come to speak through your dead mouths. 

 Throughout the earth join all 

 the silent scattered lips 

 and from the depths speak to me all night long, 

 as if I were anchored with you, 

 tell me everything, chain by chain, 

 link by link, and step by step, 

 sharpen the knives that you’ve kept, 
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 put them in my breast and in my hand (II.x.28-36) 

Blood is the affective key by which the speaker is able to connect with the dead; he dies 

for them, as them, and sacrifices himself for their resurrection—all while awash in blood. 

Two of the most striking lines here are those in which the speaker urges his imagined 

listeners to “sharpen the knives that you’ve kept, / put them in my breast and in my hand” 

(II.x.35-36). Although perhaps these lines could be taken as a metaphor for revolutionary 

fervor, I assert that Neruda is writing them more literally, allowing his poetic speaker to 

die in order to demonstrate a theory of embodiment. After all, this section (and the 

entirety of Book II) of Canto general concludes with the line “Speak through my words 

and my blood” (II.x.45). By attuning himself to the blood of the dead, the poetic speaker 

is able to bring them, an imagined audience, back to life. 

 Yet there is more to “The Heights of Macchu Picchu” than this most canonical 

Section XII. The first lines of Book II describe a disembodied speaker seeking some kind 

of materiality—a ghost looking for his corporeal form: “From air to air, like an / empty 

net / I went between the streets and atmosphere, arriving and departing” (II.i.1-3). The 

heavy enjambment of “empty net” creates a feeling of futility. Stuck somewhere between 

“arriving and departing,” this poetic speaker journeys through the next eleven sections of 

Book II in order to be born as the proletarian masses. The ephemerality of air gives way 

to the stone of that final section. A slippery sense of reality is interwoven with images of 

decay, continuing: 

  in the advent of autumn the outstretched coin 

  of the leaves, and between springtime and the ears of corn, 

  all that the greatest love, as within a falling 
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  glove, hands us like a long moon. 

 

  (Days of vivid splendor in the inclemency 

  of corpses: steel transformed 

  into acid silence: 

  nights frayed to the last flour: 

  beleaguered stamens of the nuptial land.) (II.i.4-12) 

Autumn is an obvious symbol of decay to come. It is a fertility that has been financially 

and physically spent; Neruda compares the “outstretched coin / of the leaves” to “a 

falling / glove.” These autumn nights are “frayed” and “beleaguered”—that it is stamens 

that are beleaguered further affirms his image of an end of the fertility of spring. Summer 

sun gives way to death in a jarring enjambment at the start of the second stanza: “Days of 

vivid splendor in the inclemency / of corpses” (II.i.8-9). We might expect rain or other 

inclement weather, but corpses are a disruptive, if effective, way to move the poem from 

the metaphorical to the literal. 

Blood moves the speaker out of the mind and into a body. This dead body 

transforms the speaker from a passive observer to an active participant. No longer content 

to drift airily, he ends Section I with a katabatic plunge into the past: 

 I plunged my turbulent and tender hand  

 into the genital matrix of the earth. 

 

 I put my brow amid the deep waves, 

 descended like a drop amid the sulpherous peace, 
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 and, like a blind man, returned to the jasmine 

 of the spent human springtime. (II.i.19-24) 

The speaker is Persephone, descending to Hades’ domain and returning to the surface in 

springtime. Embodiment takes a mythological turn here, as the earth is described in 

corporeal terms just as the speaker begins to take shape as someone with a body. 

Neruda’s speaker penetrates the yonic “earth’s generative center,” ultimately entering the 

earth head-first in a kind of reverse birth as katabatic descent. The speaker has briefly 

taken human form before being reborn as the jasmine flower.  

 Section II of Book II continues with another flower image, evoking Section I’s 

beginning, “from air to air like an / empty net”: “If the lofty germ is carried from flower 

to flower” (II.ii.1). Nature dominates this section alongside the third-person protagonist 

of “man.” It takes the speaker three stanzas before the lyric “I” appears. Further, “I” is 

only used four times in Section II: “I’ve tried to stop and seek the eternal unfathomable 

lode / that I touched before on stone or in the lightning unleashed by a kiss” (25-26); “I 

could grasp nothing but a clump of faces or precipitous / masks” (33-34); and “I had no 

place to rest my hand” (37). For the most part, nature is sexual and lively, while man tries 

to find a purpose for existing. He is a weak counterpart to nature, embodied, but without 

a true spark of life. Neruda’s speaker concludes Section II by asking: 

What was man? In what part of his conversation begun 

amid shops and whistles, in which of his metallic movements 

lived the indestructible, the imperishable, life? (II.ii.41-43) 

Section III continues with the same theme: man is an empty husk of corn (“Like corn 

man was husked in the bottomless / granary of forgotten deeds”). If we take these first 
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three sections of “The Heights of Macchu Picchu” together, Neruda’s metaphors of man 

are air, an empty mechanized shell, and a decaying nature. 

 The next two sections of Book II, numbers IV and V, deal with death and 

resurrection. As Neruda’s speaker ascends the ruins of Macchu Picchu, he becomes 

corporeal and embodied, but is unable to touch the bloody bodies of the past. He has tried 

to find death in “false deaths,” “resurrections / without land,” “expansive lives,” in 

nature, and in the city—but to no avail. Neruda writes: 

  all the false deaths and resurrections 

  without land, without abyss: 

  I’ve tried to swim in the most expansive lives, 

  in the most free-flowing estuaries, 

  and when man went on denying me 

  and kept blocking path and door so that 

  my headspring hands could not touch his wounded inexistence, 

  then I went from street to street and river to river, 

  city to city and bed to bed, 

  my brackish mask traversed the desert, 

  and in the last humiliated homes, without light or fire, 

  without bread, without stone, without silence, alone, 

  I rolled on dying of my own death. (II.iv.19-31) 

Neruda’s persona has to turn inward, to his own death, to find a real death. At one point 

he is a doubting Thomas who never gets to touch Christ’s wounds (“my headspring hands 

could not touch his wounded inexistence”). At another he is Whitman’s speaker in “The 
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Sleepers”: “Wandering and confused . . . . lost to myself . . . . ill-assorted . . . . 

contradictory.” This is what a lyric wandering in an epic structure looks like: it traverses 

a long history, references other literary works, and interrogates phenomenology in the 

name of reconciling the distance between speaker and addressee. All these sections of 

Book II build to the climax of “The Heights of Macchu Picchu,” where the bloody 

embodiment of the speaker is his resurrection. 

 In Book VIII, “The Earth’s Name Is Juan,” is it not the blood of the past, but the 

blood of the imagined future that fuels the speaker and his poem. In one section, 

Neruda’s speaker describes a meeting with Cristóbal Miranda, a worker who shovels 

nitrates onto cargo boats: 

   Enough said, Cristóbal, now this 

   paper remembers you, all of you— 

   bargemen in the bay, man 

   blackened by the ships—my eyes 

   accompany you on this shift 

   and my soul’s a shovel that rises 

   loading and unloading blood and snow, 

   beside you, desert lives. (VII.i.24-31) 

The admonishment “Enough said” privileges an alternate kind of truth by rejecting the 

verbal/cognitive world. This stanza offers a knowing based on paper (but not words, 

interestingly enough), the body, the spirit, and nature. It is this paper that envisions a 

future as a space in which Cristóbal is suspended outside of time. Paper succeeds where 

words fail because it is a link to a pre-verbal nature; in other words, paper is a way to 



 130 

embody trees within a book of poetry. Neruda’s persona moves from the physiological 

phenomenon of vision to a spiritual merging as his soul takes on a body of its own: “my 

soul’s a shovel that rises / loading and unloading blood and snow, / beside you” (29-30). 

Blood here is transformed from the agonies of labor to something that valorizes the 

everyday worker. Blood connects speaker and addressee not only to control time (either 

past as in Book II, or future as in Book VIII), but also in service of connecting them both 

to nature.  

Another function of blood in Canto general is as the generative power of the 

American landscape in Book I, “A Lamp on Earth.” Water, in the form of rivers, gives 

life blood to the land and its inhabitants—a classic metaphor. Neruda writes: “Before the 

wig and the dress coat / there were rivers, arterial rivers” (I.i.1-2). Further, man is born 

bloody in this book, the creation story of the American people: “Man was dust . . . / 

Tender and bloody was he” (I.i.7, I.i.11). 

In addition to blood as beginning, blood is also the site of rebirth in Book IV, 

“The Liberators” (this book even comes with an italicized proem, starting the epic tale of 

Canto general all over again). So much blood flowed into the American landscape during 

the conquest era that the earth had to create man all over again. Neruda writes: “That’s 

how the earth extracted man. // He grew like a fortress. / He was born of ravished blood” 

(IV.iv.16-18). Much of the puzzling Book IV is devoted to explaining that the same 

blood runs in the land as in man. Neruda crafts a bloody cosmology that links man and 

nature. 

Book VII, “Canto general of Chile” offers a related perspective on blood as part 

of the natural landscape, beginning with the first line of the first section: “O country, my 
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country, I return my blood to you,” as though man owes a blood debt to nature (VII.i.1). 

This return of blood mimics the circulation of blood as it returns to the heart. Neruda also 

alludes to the payment of life for life, blood for blood, as in the covenant God makes with 

Noah in Genesis after the flood.14 Book VII is made up of short sections, poems that are a 

mediation on a series of objects, such as a piece of pottery, a certain tree, or a species of 

bird. In Section III, “Melancholy Near Orizaba (1942),” Neruda writes, 

Let me be what awaited me yesterday in mankind: 

whatever in laurel, ash, quantity, hope, 

develops its eyelid in blood, 

in the blood that fills kitchen and forest (VII.iii.48-51) 

Here, blood is embodiment as in the creation of a body, developing and nurturing a 

person and his surrounding environment. Based on my reading of the rest of the poem, I 

would put this section into prose as follows: Let me be, as a person, made up of the same 

parts I saw in yesterday nature—whether that be laurel, ash, quantity, or hope. Nature’s 

blood sees, feeds, and grows. 

As I translate from the original Spanish, line fifty-one emerges with a slightly 

different meaning. The word “fills” in English has been translated from “puebla”: “en la 

sangre que puebla la cocina y el bosque.” Puebla is a conjugation of the verb poblar, to 

populate, colonize, or habitate; puebla is close to pueblo or town. Puebla is also a region 

in Mexico, which is relevant because Orizba (a mountain range) from the title of this 

                                                
14 Genesis 9:5-6: “And surely your blood of your lives will I require; at the hand of every 
beast will I require it, and at the hand of man; at the hand of every man’s brother will I 
require the life of man. / Whoso sheddeth man’s blood, by man shall his blood be shed: 
for in the image of God made he man.” 
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section is also in Mexico (in fact, in the state of Veracruz, which borders Puebla). All this 

is to say that “in the blood that fills kitchen and forest” contains within it the related lines 

“in the blood that inhabits the kitchen and forest” or “in the blood that peoples the kitchen 

and the forest” (both my translations). Another clue to Neruda’s use of blood here is as a 

linking device, a short repetition between lines fifty that ends with “in blood” and fifty-

one that begins with “in the blood.” It is the same in the Spanish, where the first ends 

with “en la sangre” and the next begins with the identical phrase “en la sangre.” This 

repetition is a formal device that underscores Neruda’s larger thematic uses of blood: as a 

way to equate man with nature and as a creation myth.  

As I mentioned earlier, blood in Book II, “The Heights of Macchu Picchu,” is the 

emblem of the sacrifice the poetic speaker makes in order to connect with his comrades. 

This connection is so much more forceful and penetrating than the prose passage of 

Neruda’s Memoirs, in which he speaks to a silent crowd of comrades: “hearing the deep 

well of silence into which my words were falling.” Epic space, fueled by lyric 

conversation, is what makes a connection work with both speaker and audience. In Book 

VI, “America, I do not invoke your name in vain,” by contrast, the speaker offers 

sacrifice to the land itself. The classic Section XIX, titled “America, I do Not Invoke 

Your Name in Vain” (the same title as the whole of Book VI), explores how America 

requires blood sacrifice: “America, I do not invoke your name in vain. / When I hold the 

sword to my heart, / when I endure the leaks in my soul” (VI.xix.1-3). The speaker 

conflates blood and the soul: what spills from his heart is spirit as well as blood. The title 

of Book VI alludes to a divine invocation of America as god or muse. As in classical 

antiquity or Native American practices, asking the gods or the earth for help sometimes 
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requires blood (e.g. the Trojans sacrificing pigs and cows to Apollo and Juno in The 

Aeneid, or the ritual sacrifices performed during earthquakes by the Mapuche, the largest 

indigenous tribe in Chile).  

Yet in the poem “America, I do Not Invoke Your Name in Vain,” the speaker’s 

sacrifice—putting the sword to his heart—is not sufficient. Neruda describes America as 

bloodthirsty, constituted by and maintained by violence. At the end of this twelve-line 

section, his persona speaks to America:  

I sleep and rise in your essential dawn, 

sweet as grapes and terrible, 

conductor of sugar and punishment, 

soaked in the sperm of your species, 

nursed on the blood of your legacy. (VI.xix.8-12) 

To quote Foucault, the Americas are “always already” bloody in Canto general. Blood is 

their mother’s milk; blood is part of their propagation, as “the sperm of your species” 

flowers like an invasive species (e.g., colonizers, foreign powers). These grapes of wrath 

are not only destruction, but also the generation of the Americas.  

Neruda uses blood to mark the violence enacted by the conquistadors on the 

American landscape and the Native American people throughout Canto general. Book 

III, “The Conquistadors,” is particularly bloody as it witnesses conquest, and Neruda 

makes a series of affective appeals to the reader by using blood as one of the dominant 

images of the epic. Some examples in Book III include: “Tomorrow it’s going to rain 

blood” (III.iv.17); and “killing the flower of the kingdom, / plunging up to their elbows in 

the blood” (III.v.16-17). In Book VI, in the section titled “The Dictators,” blood is 



 134 

supposed to make the reader nauseated: “There’s a lingering smell in the sugarcane 

fields: / a mixture of blood and body, a penetrating, / nauseous petal” (III.ix.1-3). Blood’s 

visceral power makes the past feel immediate to the reader, and works as a kind of time 

travel. 

In addition to time travel, Neruda uses witnessing to skew history toward the 

perspective of the wounded rather than the conqueror. His speaker watches and records 

the bloody violence towards nature, as in the section of Book III titled “Valdivia (1554)”: 

“And so the blood began, the blood / of three centuries, the blood ocean, / the blood 

atmosphere that shrouded my land” (III.xxi.25-27). His speaker also witnesses the bloody 

violence towards man, as in the section titled “Cholula”:  

Thousands of corpses lie there. 

 

Murdered hearts 

laid out, pulsing, 

opening the moist pit where 

they tend the trickle of that day (III.v.6-10) 

Witnessing blood is how Neruda formally and thematically achieves one of the major 

goals of his epic: to return to and revise the history of the Americas. In this case, he bears 

witness to its violence. Whatever the opposite of sanitizing history is, he does it—makes 

it messy, embodies it, lets its blood wash over us.  

In Book V, “The Sand Betrayed,” Neruda uses a proliferation of blood for a third 

kind of witnessing function: to indict a modern cast of characters. We’ve witnessed the 

horrors of violence, reversed history to care about the everyday worker, and now we see a 
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new recapitulation of that violence in the modern political sphere. Neruda asks the reader 

to witness as if in a courtroom. The speaker gives testimony against corporations like 

Standard Oil and the United Fruit Company, as well as Neruda’s political enemy Gabriel 

González Videla, who gets his own section titled “Gonzalez Videla, Chile’s Traitor 

(Epilogue) 1949.” González Videla, a member of Chile’s Radical Party, opened trade 

relations with the United States. Neruda lambasted him for selling out Chile’s oil and 

copper to the highest bidder (rather than keeping them in the country). He writes: 

González Videla is the rat who shakes 

his hair matted with manure and blood 

on my land, which he sold. Every day 

he withdraws stolen money from his pockets, 

wondering if tomorrow he’ll sell territory 

or blood. 

  He has betrayed everything. (V.v.21-27) 

In this scathing critique, the modern (1940s) Chilean government is driven by blood 

money. Further, Neruda uses blood to equate it with conquistador violence. Though 

blood is more metaphorical in the case of González Videla, it carries with it the weight of 

the rest of Canto general, where blood is much more literal. 

 In sum, a Nerudian poetics of embodiment and affect is a poetics of blood. Jay 

Parini recounts the story of how Federico García Lorca described Neruda as deeply tied 

to blood: 

I tell you that you are about to hear an authentic poet, one of those who 

has tuned his senses to a world which is not ours, and which few people 



 136 

perceive. A poet closer to death than to philosophy, a poet closer to pain 

than to the intellect, closer to blood than to ink. (46) 

García Lorca describes the world of the body as pre-cognitive and unmediated. By 

writing Canto general in metaphorical blood rather than ink, Neruda attempts to render it 

a living document—one that inherits genes of place, rather than a static relic.  

Comparing Whitman and Neruda 

My final question about Neruda concerns what his work shares with Walt 

Whitman’s embodied poetics. In 1955, five years after Neruda published Canto general, 

he wrote “Ode to Walt Whitman.” In it, his poetic speaker describes his first encounter 

with Whitman as one of touch: “I touched a hand and it was / the hand of Walt Whitman” 

(8-9). He continues to describe a physical relationship between his persona and Whitman: 

  I trod the ground 

with bare feet, 

I walked on the grass, 

on the firm dew 

of Walt Whitman. (10-14) 

“Loafe with me on the grass,” Whitman invites the reader in the 1855 Leaves of Grass 

(75). Neruda’s persona walks alongside Whitman, and at the same time walks over his 

grave (here, evoking the section of “Song of Myself” about the blades of grass and death, 

e.g., “And now it seems to me the beautiful uncut hair of graves” [101]). 

 In this ode, Neruda does more than hold Whitman’s hand. The diction in lines 

such as “you raised / my eyes / to books” (38-40) and “you made me see” (47) describe a 

kind of Whitmanian spiritual possession. The Whitman of the poem takes Neruda’s 



 137 

speaker firmly in hand in order to bring him into his (Whitman’s) poetic mission, evoking 

the Calamus poem “Whoever You are Holding me Now in Hand,” Neruda writes: 

During 

my entire 

youth 

I had the company of that 

hand, 

that dew, 

its firmness of patriarchal 

pine, its 

prairie-like expanse, 

and its mission of 

circulatory peace. (15-25) 

Holding hands is an intimate kind of touch, yet at the same time, it is a way of holding 

someone at arm’s length. Harold Bloom calls attention to how Whitman’s persona can 

only stand a slight touch, rather than full contact, citing the masturbatory passages in 

“Song of Myself,” such as, “To touch my person to some one else’s is about as much as I 

can stand” (6). Neruda, by contrast, wholeheartedly leans into the touch of his poetic 

companion. 

It is clear that Neruda closely read Whitman’s 1855 Preface, given that he 

paraphrases it in “Ode to Walt Whitman,” particularly the following section, in which 

Whitman writes: 
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The touch of him tells in action. Whom he takes he takes with firm sure 

grasp into live regions previously unattained […] The companion of him 

beholds the birth and progress of stars and learns one of the meanings. 

Now there shall be a man cohered out of tumult and chaos . . . . the elder 

encourages the younger and shows him how . . . they two shall launch off 

fearlessly together till the new world fits an orbit for itself […] (p. 634; 

my ellipses in brackets) 

As I explained in Chapter Two, Whitman lamented the distance between his poetic 

speaker and his imagined reader. Touch was one of his proposed solutions, although he 

had to confront the limitations of embodiment as he tried to substitute words for physical 

contact in “A Song for Occupations” and “Song of Myself.” The speaker of the poem 

finds himself, as Hart Crane once described, swept up by Whitman in “currents that are 

positively awesome in their extent and possibilities” (327).For Neruda in “Ode to Walt 

Whitman,” Whitman’s salutary touch is uncomplicated and direct. Unlike Whitman, who 

evades the reader’s attempts to grasp him, Neruda wants a totality of embrace that 

Whitman rejects. 

Neruda is occupied by the wounded body, but Whitman can be equally bloody. In 

“Song of Myself,” for example, there is the runaway slave section: 

The hounded slave that flags in the race and leans by the fence, blowing 

and covered with sweat, 

The twinges that sting like needles his legs and neck, 

The murderous buckshot and the bullets, 

All these I feel or am. 
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I am the hounded slave . . . . I wince at the bite of the dogs, 

Hell and despair are upon me . . . . crack and again crack the marksmen, 

I clutch the rails of the fence . . . . my gore dribs thinned with the ooze of 

my skin, 

I fall on the weeds and stones, 

The riders spur their unwilling horses and haul close, 

They taunt my dizzy ears . . . . they beat me violently over the head with 

their whip-stocks. 

 

Agonies are one of my changes of garments; 

I do not ask the wounded person how he feels . . . . I myself become the 

wounded person (830-842) 

The most visceral line is “my gore dribs thinned with the ooze of my skin” (836), a line 

that could as easily be lifted from Neruda as from Whitman. Whitman seems to be 

saying, as Neruda does: “I’ve come to speak through your dead mouths” (from Book II of 

Canto general, “The Heights of Macchu Picchu”). 

Surprisingly, blood appears often in Whitman’s 1855 Preface. He writes about the 

poet as the blood of the nation: “Of all nations the United States with veins full of 

poetical stuff most needs poets and will doubtless have the greatest and use them the 

greatest” (p. 619). Blood is also the source of poetic power, as well as the reason why the 

old world poets (i.e., English poets) lack poetic power. Consider the following lines: 

• “All beauty comes from beautiful blood and a beautiful brain” (p. 622) 



 140 

• “[The great poet] can make every word he speaks draw blood” (p. 620) 

• “The old red blood and stainless gentility of great poets will be proved by 

their unconstraint” (p. 624) 

The Preface is not the only section of Leaves to feature blood as an overarching 

metaphor. Beyond the memorable scenes (the wounded slave, the battle of the Alamo, the 

burning of a witch), “Song of Myself” is also constituted by blood from its first to last 

pages. The blood of the poet opens the poem: “My respiration and inspiration . . . . the 

beating of my heart . . . . the passing of blood and air through my lungs” (15). By the 

poem’s end, the poet’s blood becomes the reader’s blood:   

You will hardly know who I am or what I mean, 

But I shall be good health to you nevertheless, 

And filter and fibre your blood. (1331-1333) 

I concluded in Chapter Two that Whitman was trying to overcome the problem of 

reproducing himself (and/or his poetic speaker’s self) in poetry. Ultimately, Whitman 

wasn’t able to overcome mimesis—he couldn’t reach out and touch the reader, nor did he 

always want to be touched—and accepted that the individual reader was the one who had 

the better chance to reach him. 

In Whitman’s epic, power moves from poet to reader, not necessarily directly, but 

indirectly. His blood is neither transfusion nor transubstantiation, but atomic play. 

Whitman’s speaker diffuses his blood (and other bodily fluids, particularly semen, but 

also sweat and tears) broadly—“For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you” 

(3)—with the hope that these parts of him will find their way to the reader. For Neruda, 

on the other hand, blood circumvents mimesis. It is direct and original, and offers a way 
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to constitute or embody moments in time and space for the reader as well as the poetic 

speaker. Blood is transubstantiation in Canto general (however much Whitman alludes to 

Christ, Neruda does so far more). 

Naming and the Nerudian Catalogue 
 

Neruda departs from the Whitmanian model in how he uses the poetic catalogue 

to create, rather than disrupt, hierarchy among entities. Book VIII, “The Earth’s Name is 

Juan,” contains seventeen poems, fifteen of which are named after the kind of people 

often lost to history: fishermen, miners, banana workers. Neruda’s speaker pays them 

sustained attention, as in Section VII, titled “Antonio Bernales (Fisherman, Colombia).” 

The poem is an elegy for Bernales, who died during the period of Colombian history 

called La Violencia (The Violence), which began in the late 1940s. Neruda concludes the 

section: 

 Antonio Bernales, no one can 

 distinguish you in the riverbed, but I remember you 

 and hear the tow of your name that cannot 

 die, that envelops the earth, 

 just a name, people, amid names. (VIII.vii.39-43) 

This is one of the moments of Canto general that leads me to suspect that Neruda was 

using the technique of the catalogue borrowed from Whitman, but for a different purpose. 

Book VIII is a tallying up of names, a hemispheric monument to the people rarely 

memorialized in the public sphere (“your name that cannot / die”).  

Whitman and Tallying 
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Neruda uses the catalogue for naming, something different from Whitman’s use 

of the catalogue for tallying. In order to set the context of naming as an anti-tallying 

practice, I will review the history of Whitman’s tally as a critical concept. Edward 

Dowden (1871) was perhaps one of the first to articulate what seems to be the most 

enduring critical opinion on Whitman’s catalogues: that they are a democratic device 

(Dowden). Betsy Erkkila (1989), a hundred years later, understands the catalogues as “a 

poetic analogue of democracy,” a list that destabilizes hierarchical order (88). The (1998) 

encyclopedia of Whitman entry for “tally” remarks on tally as a harmonizing device, 

whether between the poet’s personalities or the individual/other dichotomy (Marki). In 

sum, Whitman uses tallying to reject hierarchy, circumscribing and balancing whichever 

entities happen to fall into his catalogues. 

In the poems of the 1855 Leaves, Whitman uses “tally” twice, in “Song of 

Myself” and in “A Song for Occupations.” He writes in “Song of Myself”: “I underlying 

causes to balance them at last, / My knowledge my live parts . . . . it keeping tally with 

the meaning of things,” (575-576). To keep tally here is to balance between competing 

forces, such as body and mind. In “A Song for Occupations,” tally comes up in the lines 

that title my Chapter Two: “All doctrines, all politics and civilization exurge from you, / 

All sculpture and monuments and anything inscribed anywhere are tallied in you,” (87-

88). To tally in this sense is to build up a storehouse of powers. As Whitman moves 

through revised editions of his project, “tally” recurs with greater frequency (by my 

count, six times in the 1856 edition, thirteen by the 1867 edition, eighteen times in the 

poetry section of the final 1891/1892 edition). The etymology of tally has to do both with 

the Latin talliāre, or cutting wood (notching, as in a tally-stick, to keep track of goods), 
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and possibly tālio, “giving like for like.” For my purposes, then, a tally or Whitmanian 

catalogue is defined by its equalizing function, as well as its potential to build up a 

storehouse of poetic power. Doing both of these things at once maintains the potentially 

opposing qualities of delicacy and force in tallying. 

Neruda and Naming 

I propose naming as a term to describe how Neruda uses the list or catalogue in 

his writing. At first, Neruda’s naming may look like Whitman’s tallying, given that they 

share similar formal qualities: an incantatory, at times overwhelming, profusion of 

images for the reader to make sense of in his own time. However, where the Whitmanian 

tally balances disparate parts and seeks after equality, the Nerudian naming disrupts a 

whole and enacts a hierarchy, and is therefore diametrically opposed to the tally. I draw 

the term naming from Thomas Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus (1831), where he declares: “Not 

only all common Speech, but Science, Poetry itself is no other, if thou consider it, than a 

right Naming.” (For what it’s worth, the 1845 collected edition of Carlyle’s works 

appears in Neruda’s personal rare book collection). In this mock-serious meditation on an 

Adamic power to name, Carlyle presents naming as a way to order the world.  

One way to think about the contrast between naming and tallying is to turn to the 

material reality of each of the poets’ various collections. Neruda carefully organized his 

seashells and rare books, planning from the start to donate them to the University of Chile 

on his death. He designed book stamps, with which he marked each item in his collection 

by hand. Figure 3 shows part of Neruda’s seashell collection. Although arranged after his 
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death, according to researchers, he had the shells displayed in groupings like this at his 

homes.15 

 

Figure 3: Neruda’s seashell collection, Fundación Neruda (2015) 

Whitman, by contrast, kept stacks of papers, books, and trash spread throughout his 

home. Figure 4 shows the poet in Mickle Street in 1891, sitting in a chair half-buried by 

his paper collection. 

 

Figure 4: Whitman (1891) 

These visuals underscore my interpretation of the two poets’ different takes on how a 

catalogue works: for Neruda a narrow arrangement, and for Whitman a broad system. 

There is little scholarly attention devoted to Neruda’s use of catalogues beyond 

pointing out a similarity of style between his Canto general and Whitman’s Leaves of 

                                                
15 These observations come from my archival research trip to University of Chile’s 
special collections libraries in December 2011, as well as conversations with the librarian 
team at the Fundación Neruda in Santiago, Chile. I also owe a debt to Dr. Kelly Austin’s 
research on Neruda’s collections, particularly her article “I have put all I possess at the 
disposal of the people’s struggle’: Pablo Neruda as Collector, Translator, and Poet.” 
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Grass. Enrique Mario Santí (1982) emphasizes the role of the catalogue in prophecy 

(particularly Christian prophecy) in Neruda’s work. In the introduction to the main 

English translation of Canto general (1989), Roberto González Echevarría also reads 

Neruda as prophetic (12). Nevertheless, neither devotes much time to the listing process. 

My analysis fills the gap, attuning itself to the ways in which Neruda uses naming as 

thematic and formal technique. 

One example is in Book II of Canto general, “The Heights of Macchu Picchu.” 

Neruda overwhelms with rich imagery in Section IX: 

  Sidereal eagle, vineyard of mist. 

  Lost bastion, blind scimitar. 

  Spangled waistband, solemn bread. 

  Torrential stairway, immense eyelid. 

  Triangular tunic, stone pollen. 

  Granite lamp, stone bread. 

  Mineral serpent, stone rose. (II.ix.1-7) 

At first pass, the deluge of images evokes Crane’s logic of metaphor; they are 

designed to evoke a response in the reader that the poet may not be able to control. The 

Nerudian catalogue is not composed of randomly chosen images. These images lead 

somewhere, building upon each other to create new meaning. These lines begin with a 

bird’s-eye view and then a close-up view of ruins, moving from large- to small-scale 

images. There is a spatial orientation, as though we move from the top of a roof to the 

entryway of the monument, the “lost bastion.” We traverse stairs, landing in a new 

location of Macchu Picchu. 
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Neruda tells the reader to understand naming as the building blocks of the poem, 

drawing our attention to poetic craft. He rhythmically—one four- or five-word sentence 

at a time—moves us from vista to vista as his speaker brings scenes from the past to life 

with his naming. The rhythm continues in his use of diction. Neruda repeats “bread” and 

“stone.” He uses a metaphor of eyes and vision, whether a bird’s eye view, peering 

through mist, or a closed eye. He repeats sounds (assonance and consonance) in the 

original Spanish as a way to bring together images that may otherwise seem disparate. 

Note that we are in the same passage as before, from Book II of Canto general:  

  Águila sidereal, viña de bruma. 

  Bastión perdido, cimitarra ciega. 

  Cinturón estrellado, pan solemne. 

  Escala torrencial, párpado inmenso. 

  Túnica triangular, polen de piedra. 

  Lámpara de granite, pan de piedra. 

  Serpiente mineral, rosa de piedra. 

Although the assonance in the English is clear—as in the second line’s repetition of the 

short “o,” the short “i,” and the hard “b” sounds in “Lost bastion, blind scimitar”—it is 

more pronounced in Spanish, particularly between lines. The construction of one image, 

followed by a comma and a “p” sound word, occurs four times in a row: “pan,” 

“párpado,” “polen de piedra,” and “pan de piedra.” Consonance here is a method of 

reconciling images of enduring hardness that make up the monument of Macchu Picchu 

(stone, mineral, granite) and more ethereal, softer imagery (pollen, bread, a person 

blinking). This is a key example of naming rather than tallying: Neruda’s catalogue 
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orders the world in a particular way. Whitman leaves the sorting-out of images to the 

reader. Neruda, by contrast, deliberately leads the reader to a summit. 

 In addition to its formal scaffolding, there is enormous thematic power in this 

example the Nerudian catalogue. The images move from movement to stasis, from the 

swooping bird (“sidereal eagle”) to the calcified flower (“stone rose”). They go from a 

living thing (“vineyard of mist”) to a symbol of a living thing (“mineral serpent”)—a 

stone carving. Here is a reiteration of Neruda’s stony poetics, where the past is layers of 

sediment, living things turned to stone, only to be uncovered by the poet as geologist. On 

a more literal level, the stone carvings add to the otherworldly sense that you have on 

seeing Macchu Picchu; its climate lends itself to mist, and this huge settlement seems to 

appear out of nowhere in the mountains of Peru. 

Most significant, though, is stone’s long literary history, here invoked by Neruda. 

Consider Dante’s eternal rose in Paradiso Canto XXX, where the sun and rose merge 

together to allow for a form of vista: 

And if the lowest row collect within it 

   So great a light, how vast the amplitude 

   Is of this Rose in its extremest leaves! 

 

My vision in the vastness and the height 

Lost not itself, but comprehended all 

The quantity and quality of that gladness. (115-120) 

Dante’s rose allows his speaker to see the scale of God in its smallest and vastest points. 

Neruda’s speaker uses this stone rose to turn everything to stone as a means of 
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preservation of the past, but also as an eternal vivifying of the past. What I mean by 

giving the past life is that the stone rose allows him a mystic vista, whereby his persona 

can go through the stone as a way to transcend time. Throughout Section IX, Neruda 

affirms a series of stony Dantesque symbols as transcendent, such as “stone light” (9) and 

“Silver wave, pointer of time” (43).  

 Stone and bread—“solemn bread” in line three—also bring in the Bible to 

Neruda’s passage, equating his speaker’s anabatic journey to Jesus’ refusal to be tempted 

by Satan.16 Jesus refuses to make stones into bread, but Neruda’s speaker reverses the 

process, making bread into stone. This process of petrification is important to the whole 

of Book II of Canto general, because by the end in Section XII, Neruda’s speaker himself 

becomes a mute stone in a series of one-sentence stanzas (a departure in style, for the 

most part, from the rest of the section): 

  Give me silence, water, hope. 

 

  Give me struggle, iron, volcanoes. 

 

  Cling to my body like magnets. 

 

  Hasten to my veins and to my mouth. 

 

  Speak through my words and my blood. (II.xii.41-45) 

                                                
16 Matthew 4:3: “And when the tempter came to him, he said, If thou be the Son of God, 
command that these stones be made bread.” 
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Neruda forges his speaker into an iron-veined rock, formed by a volcano. He both attracts 

his readers to him as a magnet, but also disperses himself into the landscape. Even the 

poem itself is melted, offered as a new building block for a new monument to the 

Americas. Stone is what has allowed the speaker to achieve his poetic mission of using 

the past to revise the present; he connects with its buried builders, sacrifices himself to 

bring them back to life (clearly a Christ comparison) and finally takes their place as a 

sacrifice to the monument. All this is to allow for a new Macchu Picchu, and a revision of 

the history of the Americas. Moving from life to stone, and from stone to life, is a key 

example of how Neruda’s catalogues are composed—he uses them to build poetic space. 

They are generative rather than homogenizing, and this kind of creation only works in 

Neruda by its intended Adamic or Christ-like power of naming. 

In the next section of “The Heights of Macchu Picchu,” Neruda draws our 

attention to the metaphor of construction that continues throughout his epic. 

  Stone upon stone, and man, where was he? 

  Air upon air, and man, where was he? 

  Time upon time, and man, where was he? (II.x.1-3) 

This anaphora, coupled with the previous section of the poem (“Sidereal eagle,” etc.), 

reveals that we should have been asking the question: “Where are the people?” The 

reader has observed a poem crafted of images as deliberately as Macchu Picchu was 

crafted—but empty of the crafters. Neruda’s use of embodiment continues here, as his 

speaker tries to understand how the world might be made up of bodies rather than stone 

or words. He asks: 

  Macchu Picchu, did you put 
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  stone upon stone and, at the base, tatters? 

  Coal upon coal and, at the bottom, tears? 

  Fire in gold and, within it, the trembling 

  drop of red blood? 

Bring me back the slave that you buried! (II.x.23-278) 

As early as this second book of Canto general, Neruda tests out the hypothesis that a 

song of the Americas is constituted by its people, that the people are buried within it. He 

catalogues them to bring them to life, using naming as incantation rather than mere list.  

Refusing to Name 

In the first book of his epic poem, Neruda sets out the task of his ambition: to 

revisit a pre-Colombian America, and remake America from that point forward. In the 

first poem in the volume, titled “Amor America (1400),” Neruda’s speaker calls out to 

“My land without name, without America // word as yet unborn in my mouth” (43, 47). 

This is an unpeopled America, one that will be constituted by its people, and later, by 

European language. Hart Crane does something similar in “O Carib Isle!”17 where the 

speaker never utters a name: 

 To the white sand I may speak a name, fertile  

Albeit in a stranger tongue. Tree names, flower names    

Deliberate, gainsay death’s brittle crypt. Meanwhile    

The wind that knots itself in one great death—  

Coils and withdraws. So syllables want breath. (“O Carib Isle!” 13-17) 

                                                
17 The poem was collected in his posthumous Key West, though it was first published in 
Poetry Magazine in 1927, three years before The Bridge. 
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Neruda pointedly begins with synecdoche, referring to Columbus only as “the wig 

and the dress coat” as a way to deny Columbus the power of naming. 

  Before the wig and the dress coat 

  there were rivers, arterial rivers: 

  there were cordilleras, jagged waves where 

  the condor and the snow seemed immutable: 

  there was dampness and dense growth, the thunder 

  as yet unnamed, the planetary pampas. (1-6) 

Refusing to say Columbus’ name, Neruda also refuses to divide the Americas into pre- 

and post-Columbian. Nature, not conquest, is the most significant character in the first 

stanza, and in all of Book I of Canto general, titled “A Lamp on Earth.” Yet nature here 

is also described in metonymic terms: “rivers,” hills (“cordilleras”), and “snow” rather 

than the specific geographies of a place. Neruda speaks in abstracts in order to lend a 

kind of universality to his imagined space. In other words, by saying “rivers” rather than 

Río Mapocho, the action of the poem could be anywhere.  

This symbolic world is both Whitmanian—the true poet responding to the 

geography of the land—and anti-Whitmanian—refusing to name borders as an effort to 

refute the colonizing gaze of the United States. In the 1855 Preface, Whitman writes 

about the poet of the Americas: 

His spirit responds to his country’s spirit . . . . he incarnates its geography 

and natural life and rivers and lakes. Mississippi with annual freshets and 

changing chutes, Missouri and Columbia and Ohio and Saint Lawrence 

[…] (p. 618, first ellipsis in original, mine in brackets) 
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Neruda’s approach to finding his country’s sprit in its geographies is certainly 

Whitmanian. Yet where Whitman names as a way to tally and circumscribe the borders 

of the Americas, Neruda refuses this impulse. Whitman, for example, continues the 

previous paragraph listing an overwhelming quantity of places: “Virginia and Maryland 

and the sea off Massachusetts and Maine and over Manhattan bay and over Champlain 

and Erie and over Ontario and Huron and Michigan and Superior, and over the Texan and 

Mexican and Floridian and Cuban seas and over the seas off California and Oregon.” By 

contrast, Neruda highlights the unnamed: “the thunder / as yet unnamed, the planetary 

pampas” (5-6).  

 The provocative question that emerges from Neruda’s stand against naming is the 

same phenomenological one that both Whitman and Crane struggle with: what is the 

relationship between word and meaning? We can think of this as a question of sign and 

signifier, or poet and reader, or any number of the dualities we see in Chapters Two and 

Three of my project. A final implication against naming is preferring the general over the 

specific, as in the title Canto general. 

Towards a Hemispheric Vista 

Octavio Paz, the Mexican poet, essayist, and Nobel Prize winner (1991), has 

stood as a representative of a hemispheric view of literature for at least a generation of 

scholars. As critic José Quiroga puts it in Understanding Octavio Paz (1999): 

To read Paz on literature is to sense connections well beyond time and 

place. He joins in one sweeping phrase Rubén Darío and Matsuo Basho, 

Apollinaire’s calligrammes and the surviving codices of early Mexican 

literature. One finds cross-cultural comparisons in the essays of Octavio 
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Paz because he defined tradition . . . not as a set of rules and strictures but 

as an open space for the dissemination and articulation of ideas. 

(Understanding 1-2) 

Quiroga could have as easily been talking about Pablo Neruda as Octavio Paz. In Canto 

general, Neruda blends and counter-tradition to create a mythic poetics of the Americas. 

Like Paz, Neruda too resists “rules and strictures” in poetry, even going so far as to 

dismiss the idea of separating poetry from other kinds of writing. Neruda recounts: 

I had been at it a long time before I realized that I was writing something 

called poetry. I have never been interested in definitions or labels. 

Discussions of aesthetics bore me to death. . . . I am as indifferent to the 

birth certificate of a literary work as I am to the post-mortem on it. “And 

nothing exterior shall ever take command of me,” said Walt Whitman. 

And, for all their merits, the paraphernalia of literature should not take the 

place of naked creation. (Memoirs 335) 

 I bring in Paz to this discussion because of his essay “A Literature of 

Foundations,” which theorizes that American literature is always in search of its 

beginnings. He writes: 

American literature, which is rootless and cosmopolitan, is both a return 

and a search for tradition. In searching it, it invents it. But invention and 

discovery are not terms that best describe its purest creations. A desire for 

incarnation, a literature of foundations. (Paz 179) 

We can trace a focus on foundations in Neruda’s epic as well as Crane’s and Whitman’s; 

and Neruda demonstrates an intense “desire for incarnation.” However, I disagree with 
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Paz’s implication that the literature of the Americas is backward-looking. If anything, the 

three poets of this dissertation have confirmed the contrary: a deep investment in a future 

American literature yet to be written. Vista can be Janus-faced, forward- and backward-

looking. Canto general is the most mythic of the epics in this dissertation, and its myths 

allow it to prospect the future as well as to remember the past. Through myth, Neruda 

creates a new means to tell a new story of the Americas. 

As Quiroga explains: 

Myth allows the poet to see systems that are beyond logic (postlogical 

systems) created by means of a conjunction between analysis and 

synthesis, between union and separation of subject and object—systems 

that go beyond opposition, mediation and dialectics, and that narrate 

themselves. Myth is related to poetics, to a sense of narrativity that looks, 

beyond logic, for its own foundations. (Understanding 141) 

Yet Paz is also correct in that American literature creates its own foundations, enacting 

literary theory and philosophy in and as its texts. This is one of the keys that brings all 

three of the works in this dissertation together: an insistence that poetry has a serious role 

in constituting both the real and the mythic, the body and language, and past and future. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 
 

Paul Merchant’s The Epic (1971) begins with this anecdote: 

In an article reporting from North Vietnam in the Sunday Time for 21 July 

1968, Mary McCarthy described the war in these terms: “…their defence 

of their land has the quality of an epic; i.e., of a work of art surpassing the 

dimensions of realism.” (1; my italics) 

Merchant elaborates, defining epic by its dual qualities of containing “history on the one 

hand and to everyday reality on the other” (1). I did not begin this dissertation as an 

ontological inquiry into the realms of the real versus the poetic—but that’s where we 

have ended up. The tradition of the poetic genealogy that makes up this project is 

concerned with poetry of through-ness (a term I describe in Chapter Two), exactly the 

kind of surpassing to which McCarthy refers. In this chapter, I will briefly present some 

of the conclusions of this project, as well as discuss some of its limitations as a means to 

suggest future research.  

 The purpose of this study was to examine three poets whose long poems share 

several of the same preoccupations, such as breaking dualities or creating a new kind of 

synthesis. These dualities include speaker/addressee, poetry/reality, individual/collective, 

or even time/space. However, these lyric-epic poems are not merely destructive; instead, 

Whitman, Crane, and Neruda use surpassing (à la McCarthy) and what I call a poetics of 

through-ness to transcend and rebuild. Rather than eliminate binaries, the action of 

Leaves of Grass, The Bridge, and Canto general transcend them, forming new poetic 

worlds with the parts.  
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Beginning with methodologies from world literature and genre studies, this 

dissertation turns to the poets’ own poetic models as a way to discover how they achieve 

their aims both formally and thematically. These models include Whitman’s mediated 

touch, Hart Crane’s logic of metaphor, and Pablo Neruda’s bloody embodiment. Further, 

this project traces a history—a genealogical inheritance—of Platonic and Emersonian 

idealism that pervades all of these works. In order to map this constellation of theoretical 

engagements, I closely read two or three cantos of each epic. For Whitman, I analyze the 

poems in the 1855 Leaves of Grass that went on to be titled “Song of Myself,” “A Song 

for Occupations,” and “The Sleepers.” With regards to Crane, I examine the first and 

final books of The Bridge (“Ave Maria” and “Atlantis”), as well as his invocation of 

Whitman in Book IV, “Cape Hatteras.” In Neruda’s Canto general, for the most part I 

evaluate the first and last books of the epic, “A Lamp on Earth” and “I Am,” as well as its 

most famous section, “The Heights of Macchu Picchu” (Book II). 

A central consideration in my selection principles of the poems was considering 

how these epics begin and end. The beginnings, whether “Song of Myself,” “Ave Maria,” 

or “A Lamp on Earth,” all contend with the scale of epic, particularly how to engage with 

the vastness of time and geography. Broadly speaking, these beginnings all open with the 

present or the past. The endings tend to focus on the future. I therefore conclude that the 

epic is Janus-faced; while written in the present, it positions itself in relation to a long 

history, and imagines itself continuing on into an infinite future. Epic ambition, in 

addition to scale and writerly ego, also means envisioning a poetic project as something 

that endures—even something that will be revised by other poets and readers to come.   
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 Relatedly, my project considers large-scale objects of analysis: an almost one-

hundred-year time period between Whitman and Neruda, the two languages of English 

and Spanish (with a few more, such as Latin and French, embedded in the poems), and a 

hemispheric geography. While what initially led me to this project was a fascination with 

the scale of the modern epic, what drives its choice of case studies is the poets’ own 

insistence on this wide-ranging kind of poetry. If one of the major inquiries of all poetry 

studies is what poetry can do for a certain project that other literary forms cannot, then 

the follow-up question of this study is: why epic over other poetic forms? I conclude that 

epic is (1) a flexible genre, allowing for long-form inquiry from multiple, often 

conflicting points of view; and (2) vibrant precisely because of its long history.  

Thematically, these three poets tend to use mysticism, embodiment, and affect in 

order craft their epics as generative monuments. Formally, they tend to rely on repetition 

(of words, sounds, and images) and allusion over all other craft techniques. I observed 

that epics tend to be discussed either thematically (the vast majority of critique) or 

formally (in older studies, or scholarship that focuses on classics and translation), but not 

both thematically and formally. In this dissertation, I insist on the utility of formal 

analysis. We should read nineteenth- and twentieth-century epics for the way they 

maintain and adapt epic conventions (such as invocation or katabasis) and certain formal 

techniques (in meter or in sound).  

Another selection principle for these case studies is that the three poets either are 

Whitman, or self-identify as one of Whitman’s poetic heirs. A possibility for future 

research is determining whether this collection of poets can be described as a 

Whitmanian genealogy. My selection principles designed it as such, but another study 
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could ask more targeted questions of what it means to self-identify as Whitman’s poetic 

heir. For example, how is Whitman’s work remade by other poets as it travels through 

their own works? Or, can we use the case of Whitman as a method of poetic circulation? 

As a result of my analysis, I present vista as a critical term. Vista describes a 

poetics of scale, a hybrid poetic technique that brings together perspective writ large 

(epic, collective) and small (lyric, personal). Each of the poets who make up the case 

studies in this dissertation offers his own interpretation of vista. As it occurs in 

Whitman’s 1855 Preface, vista is an expansive creative power: “Here the theme is 

creative and has vista” (619). 

In Book VI of The Bridge, “Quaker Hill,” Hart Crane offers his own take on vista: 

 Long tiers of windows staring out toward former 

Faces—loose panes crown the hill and gleam 

At sunset with a silent, cobwebbed patience . . . 

See them, like eyes that still uphold some dream 

Through mapled vistas, cancelled reservations! (20-24) 

This is the one instance in which Crane uses the word vista in The Bridge, in this passage 

that describes a shifting poetics of scale. The passage begins with the architecture of a 

building, then to the act of looking. It is unclear whether the speaker’s perspective is from 

the inside looking out, or from the outside looking in. Further complicating the view are 

the layers keeping the speaker form direct experience: the windows, the glare, the 

darkening sky, and the tree shadows. In this poem, Crane’s speaker laments the distance 

between us. It is the opposite of Whitman’s “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” where all 

barriers are removed. It takes the rest of Crane’s epic, a slow building up of poetic power, 
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for Crane’s speaker to synthesize all the vistas he has encountered—the blocked one in 

“Quaker Hill,” the heights of “Cape Hatteras,” and all the others—into what he calls a 

mystic synthesis at the end of “Atlantis.” 

 Neruda, too, describes vista in “Let the Woodcutter Awaken” (Book IX) in Canto 

general. While he does not use the word vista, this moment in his epic describes the kind 

of expansiveness of perspective(s) that comprise a hemispheric vista. He writes: 

  West of the Colorado River 

  there’s a place that I love. 

  I hasten there with every pulsing thing 

  that transpires in me, with all 

  that I was, that I am, that I sustain. 

  There are some high red stones, the wild 

  thousand-handed air 

  that made them edified structures: 

  the blind scarlet rose from the abyss 

  and became copper, fire and strength in them. 

  America stretched out like a buffalo skin, 

  aerial and clear night of the gallop, 

  there toward starry heights, 

  I drink your glass of green dew. 

  Yes, through acrid Arizona and knotty Wisconsin, 

  to Milwaukee raised against the wind and snow, 

  or in the burning swamps of West Palm, 
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  near Tacoma’s pine groves, in your forests’ 

  heavy smell of steel, 

  I wandered mother earth (IX.i.1-20) 

While “The Heights of Macchu Picchu” are indeed one climax of Canto general, there 

are several equally significant moments of ascension in Neruda’s epic, such as this one. 

His speaker surveys and then brings together stone and air. Additionally, he draws 

strength from the “thousand-handed air” that encompasses the vast possibilities of the 

collective. Vista is what allows Neruda’s persona to go through the modern state names 

of North America—divisions of the Americas, legacies of colonialism—to access an 

original nature. 

One limitation of this dissertation is that it does not sufficiently catalogue the 

formal aspects of a modern epic genealogy. Additional research is needed to more clearly 

describe what a modern epic meter might look like, or what modern epic allusions have 

in common. I envision this research incorporating more case studies of lyric-epic 

poems—these works may alter (build upon, complicate, contradict) the project in its 

current framework, but I welcome the potential new directions they could provide. This 

particular direction can also solve another of this project’s limitations, which is that the 

sample size of Latin American poets is small. 

Another limitation of the project concerns the 1855 Leaves of Grass. Chapter Two 

focuses on Whitman’s poetics, but could be improved by more fully historicizing the 

1855 edition. For example, future projects might trace how the concept of individual 

versus collective evolves between editions, and how its initial iteration in the 1855 is 

particularly significant. A related direction for additional study that emerges from the 
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1855 edition, and that might map some of the contours of a Whitmanian genealogy, is an 

exploration of the speaker as rhetor as well as Emersonian or Platonic poet—in other 

words, a future iteration of this project could emphasize the performative aspects of the 

epic.  

A more robust theorizing of genre is another future direction for research. While I 

trace how these poets blend epic and lyric in their long poems, I can envision a book-

length study on Whitman, Crane, or Neruda that examines how their use of genre changes 

over time. As it relates to genre, this project is limited to what I call the political epic. 

However, further study could be done that considers other kinds of epic poems in this 

framework.  

Although this dissertation has additional limitations, and offers more possibilities 

for future research, in its current iteration I have done my best to examine how, and why, 

and to what end these three poets have written epic poems in a lyric mode. This project 

aims to (1) recast epic as a lively, relevant poetic genre, (2) dive into the mystery of the 

work of three poets who write a certain kind of lyric-epic project, bringing them together 

as a genealogical argument, (3) argue for a large-scale (historically, geographically) 

hemispheric study of poetry, and (4) offer vista as a theory of poetry. I look forward, like 

Whitman, Crane, and Neruda do in their projects, to a future in which this work is taken 

up, revised, and remade.  
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