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>> Welcome to the fifth session of our MOOC, Whitman's Civil War Writing and Imaging, Loss, 
Death, and Disaster. We'll be looking at some prose passages from Memoranda During the War as 
well as Whitman's magisterial When Lilacs Last in the Door-Yard Bloom'd. And I think, Ed, maybe 
we'll start with those prose sections where we look at Whitman trying to sum up Abraham Lincoln 
and make some kind of portrait of him, even as he's about to be assassinated. 
 
>> Yeah, Whitman was always fascinated during the war with what Lincoln looked like. Whitman 
could never imagine that a painter or photographer could ever capture Lincoln's face. And as we 
discuss in the commentary, there's a way in which, for Whitman, just as he saw Lincoln on the 
streets of Washington DC, and we have to sort of recall just how different the size of the capital was 
and the interactions of citizens with their presidents were. Lincoln always had a small military 
cortege with him when he would move from the White House. But every day, especially during the 
war months, Lincoln would leave the White House at night to go out to a camp just outside of town 
where it was cooler. And so Whitman got in the habit of knowing where Lincoln would be and he'd 
go out and stop on the street and they got to the point, Whitman recalls, where Lincoln would tip 
his cap to Whitman, and Whitman would salute Lincoln as he'd go by. And there's the story told by 
one of Lincoln's aides that when Lincoln was in the White House one day and looked out the 
window and saw Whitman walking by outside the White House and he said, "I recognize him. Who 
is that?" And someone said, "that's the poet Walt Whitman, sir." And Lincoln looked out and said 
"well, that's a man." And there was that sense of Whitman, like Lincoln, very tall for the period. 
Whitman was about six feet tall, and of course, with the white beard became a very distinctive figure 
as was Lincoln. So it's always interesting to think of the two of them interacting and while there's no 
evidence that they ever spoke to each other, there is a lot of evidence that there's a kind of mutual 
affection at a distance. And Whitman grew to admire Lincoln. He disagreed with him in a lot of 
ways, disagreed with his policies in some ways, but came to really believe that the power of Lincoln 
to hold the Union together was the dominant feature. And so when, at the end of the war, as in 
Whitman's mind as he writes and in that section we read for today, the murder of President Lincoln, 
it was beyond what you could imagine a drama could be. I mean here we had the leader who was 
working to hold the Union together. And in the final act, just before the curtain falls at the end of 
the war, the main character is killed. 
 
>> Yeah, in a theater. 
 
>> In a theater, in a theater. And Whitman is fascinated by this, because it is pure drama taking 
place in a theater. But the drama moves to the balcony and off the stage. And then, of course, the 
fact that an actor kills the President and then leaps onto the stage to make a final death to tyrants 
statement before limping off since he'd broken his leg. And it's, for Whitman, just beyond belief. But 
ultimately he believes will become the great dramatic material for writers of the future to begin to 
put together and of course it's a prophecy that's come true. I mean we can't even begin to count the 
books that deal with the assassination of Lincoln and with the incredible drama of, weird occasions, 
confluences, strangenesses that come together with the assassins, with the second inauguration. All 
of these things Whitman is tracking, so that when the assassination actually occurs, Whitman is in 
New York. 
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>> Yeah, and he has to piece the story together. 
 
>> He pieces it together. And fortunately for him, his companion, lover, Peter Doyle, a Confederate 
soldier, a young Confederate soldier, former Confederate soldier that Whitman is now spending a lot 
of time with, who's beginning to care for Whitman after the war - he is at Ford Theatre that night. 
 
>> Of all the strange coincidences. 
 
>> There he is, and he witnesses the entire evening, the play, the assassination, following people out 
of the theater, the confusion, the aftermath. And he relates this all to Whitman, who just as in the 
Civil War, taking notes that all things the soldiers tell him about the battles, and turning them into 
poems and other writings as we've seen week after week. Now from a former Confederate soldier, 
his good buddy, his comrade and lover, Peter Doyle, he sits down and he takes notes as Peter tells 
him just what it was like. And then Whitman gives us in this section of Memoranda During the War, 
he gives us this amazing first person witnessing of the event that just as we saw with the poetry 
where he enters a persona to become the soldier or become the wound dresser, here he becomes 
Peter Doyle in the theater. 
 
>> And what adds poignancy is that, just as he was the vessel for so many voices during the war, 
now he's the vessel for a Confederate soldier telling the story of that final act of the tragedy. 
 
>> Yeah, final act of the tragedy. We don't know, we don't have any accounts of what Peter Doyle 
himself must have been feeling that night. There must have been strange conflicted emotions as 
there certainly were for millions of Americans when they heard the news. A lot of former 
Confederates felt horror at the event in the same way that a lot of Northerners did. But there were a 
lot of Northerners who did not care at all for Lincoln, who thought that Lincoln had overstepped all 
kinds of bounds in trying to preserve the Union, just as there were a lot of the Southerners who 
disagreed with virtually everything Lincoln did, but admired him with as a leader and as a effective 
commander in chief. So there are mixed emotions everywhere and we don't know what Peter Doyle 
would've thought, but we know with Whitman makes of that dramatic scene. And he incorporates it 
in a Memoranda During the War, but it's always been interesting to me that he lifts this out, 
Memoranda During the War. And when Memoranda During the War, for the most part gets 
republished in Specimen Days, his autobiography that he'd publish a few years later, he lifts this 
really striking passage out. And then he turns it into a lecture that he would publish later. But he 
gives this lecture numerous times starting in the 1879 and throughout the early 1880s, and it 
becomes known as Whitman's Lincoln lecture. A couple of them were given to very large, influential 
crowds. General Sherman was at the lecture one night. Mark Twain was at the lecture one night. 
William Dean Howells- 
 
>> Collecting tickets. 
 
>> Yeah, collecting tickets. And Whitman would tend to read, O Captain! My Captain! and would 
give this lecture, recreate the death scene and keep it alive as something that America had to retain 
as a memory. And also cast forward to be told in the way he tells us at one point. "A great 
literature," he says, "will yet arise out of the era of those four years, those scenes. An inexhaustible 
mind for the history's drama, romance, and even philosophy of peoples to come. The vertebra of 
poetry and art, of personal character too, for all future America. Far more grand, in my opinion, to 
the hands capable of it, than Homer's siege of Troy or the French wars to Shakespeare." So in 
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Whitman's mind, what he is passing on to the future here in this eyewitness account of Lincoln's 
death is the material for the great historian poets of the future. 
 
>> Who each will shape it in a different way. Even as he himself has shaped this in a different way. 
First in Memoranda During the War, then as part of an autobiography and then not, and then as a 
lecture. And he's also going to treat this incident in poetry. 
 
>> Yes. 
 
>> And the first crack at it, of course, comes about in an interesting way. 
 
>> Yeah, he's about to publish Drum-Taps, it's at the printer, it's ready to go. And he's already had 
to make one last minute revision, to acknowledge that the war is actually coming to an end. And 
then the event that changes everything. And initially he thinks, well, I can't issue a book of Civil War 
poetry- 
 
>> Without this. 
 
>> Without acknowledging Lincoln's death. It's the final chapter of the war. But the book's already 
ready to go. He's paying for it, he doesn't have much money. He's already reduced the number of 
pages and jammed the poetry together to get it into a book that he can afford to print. And he has 
the printer lift a little poem out that he thinks the book can do without. And he plugs in a little 
poem that he writes very quickly. You feel like it has to be literally overnight that he writes it to get it 
into the book. And as we talk about the commentary, it's a poem that's doomed in a way. Because 
he's imagining that Lincoln is going to be be buried in the earth as opposed to being put in a vault. 
 
>> A vault in Springfield. 
 
>> Thinks he's gonna be buried in Washington which were the initial reports. As opposed to being 
buried, being envaulted finally in Springfield, Illinois after the train journey. And so Whitman has a 
poem that just is, contains mistakes and flaws. And he has to live with it until we can alter those and 
change the poem in the next edition of Leaves of Grass. But even as he, that summer, spends the 
time writing first, O Captain! My Captain! and then When Lilacs Last in the Door-Yard Bloom'd. 
And giving himself over to writing the poem that would come to be the poem most associated with 
Whitman, the poem that many people still memorize when they're in junior high, O Captain! My 
Captain! and then I think one of the great elegies in the English language, When Lilacs Last In The 
Door-Yard Bloom'd. All of those come over the summer, and he issues a sequel to Drum-Taps, 
which he then is going to bind into the back of the unbound copies of Drum-Taps that he has. But 
again, he's paying for this, he doesn't have much money. And so as he binds the sequel into Drum-
Taps, he's done so knowing that Hush'd Be the Camps Today, the little poem with the mistakes in it, 
is gonna still be sitting there as a kind of, in its own way, an interesting monument to the moment. 
It's a poem that was written in the moment, in confusion, at a time that no one was sure what was 
going to happen to Lincoln's body, or to the burial, or when it was going to be. Mrs. Lincoln at the 
time was still not convinced about whether or not a train journey would be the thing to do. She did 
ultimately decide he needed to be buried in Springfield. Everything changed. And so Drum-Taps, 
Whitman is willing to live with this. Just as in the first edition of Leaves of Grass, after a third of the 
print run he changed a line that he couldn't live with, but he never threw out the first third because 
he'd already paid for it. 
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>> And he doesn't throw out Beat! Beat! Drums! because that's part of the honoring of that 
moment in history, is to keep that. 
 
>> Yep, that's part of the honoring of the range of emotions and reactions that any of us goes 
through as a war that everyone thinks initially will be over in a few weeks, a few months at most, 
drags on and drags on. And the enthusiasm of the beginning of the war, the excitement that 
something finally is going to happen to break this horrific stalemate and these wildly ineffective 
presidencies that occurred before the war - that those will always remain a part of that emotional 
structure of how that war is recalled by Whitman. 
 
>> So the first thing he does is to take notes, take testimony if you will, from Peter Doyle. Then 
he's also writing a very short 12 line poem to fit into that version of drum taps. But almost from the 
minute he gets the news, hears the news boy in street say that Lincoln has been assassinated, he's 
beginning to write the poem that we will remember him for. When he steps into the dooryard of his 
mother's house and smells the lilacs - already something is beginning to happen isn't it?  
 
>>Yeah, yeah, I mention in the commentary that I picture that moment of a kind of inhalation of 
grief. Stepping outside into that dooryard where the beautiful lilac bushes are blooming early that 
year. And as he stands there, just [inhale] in that inhalation of grief, lilacs are forever fused with that 
sudden awareness that Lincoln is dead. 
 
>> It's the inhalation of grief, of the whole land. 
 
>> Yes. 
 
>> That he's breathing for everyone who is also grieving at that moment. 
 
>> And we might think back to The Million Dead, Too, Summ'd Up, where he talks about how in 
the composting of all of those dead soldiers back, that it's not just going to be that those soldiers are 
gonna be on every future grain of wheat, ear of corn that we eat, but in every breath we take. 
 
>> Yeah, yeah. 
 
>> Their atoms are there: now, we are literally breathing them in. We're living off of the nutriment 
of our future is those soldiers. And the very oxygen that keeps us alive is infused with those soldiers. 
 
>> And what do we know about the composition of this poem? 
 
>> Very, very little. Lilacs, we simply know emerged over that summer as he was working on it. 
And we have little lists of items, really, that get into the poem. But we have very little record of the 
actual composition of the poem. It's a poem that I imagine went through many, many drafts. 
because it goes through such shifts, such changes over those sections. And as Whitman publishes it 
first in the sequel to Drum-Taps, he then for the rest of his career is going to alter it. 
 
>> Yeah, one thing that intrigues me is that tiny little change that you note in your commentary at 
the end of the poem. The 21st section which begins, "yet each I keep and all." And then over the 
course of those ten lines he repeats the word keep, keep. He's giving us different ways to imagine 
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how he's holding in memory what has been lost. But he makes this one tiny change, "yet each I keep 
to, yet each to keep." 
 
>> Right, and by doing that, he turns that final verse paragraph into a sentence fragment. And, it's 
one of those weird moments. So, you know, all of us who love language live for these moments. It's 
a moment where that little, delicate change carries such an emotional punch when you finally realize 
what it is that that change accomplishes. He lifts the eye, the actor, out of that final verse paragraph, 
puts in the "to" that turns to keep into the infinitive verb which is always the way that we just keep 
action in reserve. You have to conjugate the infinitive, to bring it into the present, to bring it into 
reality. Spring after spring, it's going to come around. Eventually, spring will once again begin to 
suggest to people a new beginning, a new birth. The -ing in spring has that participial ending, that 
ongoingness. And spring will continue to keep coming around. But, for as long as Whitman lives, 
for as long as the people who experience this live, there will not be a spring without the tinge of that 
loss. And that loss is now what keeps any possibility of overcoming this, always something in 
potential to keep, rather than something the I has accomplished. 
 
>> You have a feeling that Whitman kept worrying about whether it should be I keep or to keep. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> It's one of those anxious-making things that in the back of his mind, one assumes, at a certain 
point he thought, Ah, I do have to change this. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> Because it's larger and it is also an emblem of how he manages to distill from every scene the 
absolute essence. 
 
>> Yeah, and in a way, we saw in the image that we put up on the web page with When Lilacs Last 
In the Door-Yard Bloom'd. The sequel to Drum-Taps where the title of When Lilacs Last In the 
Door- Yard Bloom'd is actually composed of fragments, broken staffs, pieces that are put together. 
So that as he ends this poem with a sentence fragment, it's an indication right there on the page as 
the poem ends, I have built this out of fragments. 
 
>> Yeah, yeah.  
 
>>This poem syntactically ends with a fragment: one of the fragments that I've composed the poem 
out of. When he finally can open his eyes to the entire war, which I find to be the most powerful 
part of this poem, and he says "While my sight that was bound in my eyes unclosed, As to long 
panoramas of visions." My sight that was bound in my eyes now unclosed. I think of the wound 
dresser again and I think of all those parentheses that we've talked about, all those moments that 
Whitman - the things he's had to hold back, the things he could not allow to move fully into his 
conscienceness. 
 
>> The wounds he had to bind. 
 
>> Yeah, because if he recognized at all, he'd become useless in the hospitals. He'd become 
paralyzed just as he in fact would become paralyzed in half his body after the war. A stroke that he'd 
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always ascribed to those Civil War administrations that just sapped his health. A lot of doctors told 
him after the war, you've been around too much disease and it's infected you. It's infected your 
body. So at this moment, when he opens his eyes and sees all of the carnage, all of this death, all of 
this horrifying emotional expenditure that he's put out during the war, he's seen it all, but it's like 
he's held it all in his eyes till this moment he lets it in to his consciousness. And for the first time, he 
fully turns and recognizes and when he says, "I saw askant the armies, I saw as in noiseless dreams 
hundreds battle-flags," and we think of the Artilleryman's Vision again here, that noisy silent dream 
that is going on now in Whitman's own head."Borne through the smoke of the battles and pierced 
with missiles, I saw them, And carried hither and yon through the smoke and torn and bloody, And 
at last but a few shreds left on the staffs, (and all in silence,) and the staffs all splinter'd and broken." 
 
>> Which is to say in fragments. 
 
>> Absolute fragments and then "I saw battle-corpses, myriads of them, and the white skeletons of 
young men, I saw them. I saw the debris and debris of all the slain soldiers of the war." Here it is: 
that sight opening now onto the vastness of the carnage for the first time. And this poem, at that 
moment, becomes now not an elegy for Lincoln who's never named, but an elegy for everyone who 
died in the war. And Lincoln's death, like the death of the soldier in the poem where we saw the 
three corpses under the blankets and the one soldier that is the face of Christ himself. Here, we've 
got Lincoln, the kind of face of the war. But it's a face that now in its mystery, I mentioned in the 
commentary how that face seems to have in Whitman's mind darkened as the biracial culture begins 
to form in the country. But that face just takes into itself so much that at this moment, it's not 
Lincoln we're looking at by himself. It's Lincoln's face as the face of all those soldiers of war. 
 
>> And somehow or other, summed up in the thrush's song. The carrying of that grief, of all of that 
witnessing. 
 
>> The witnessing of that grief and, as in his poem, Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking, which is 
in translation of another bird song. This song, this desire to translate a natural voice, right? To 
translate an untranslatable voice from nature into something that can give him a certain solace. And 
the solace that he gets from that translation of the thrushes' song, which has pulled him into the 
swamp into that ultimate land of composting. And he walks there with a thought of death, and the 
knowledge of death, listening to that song pulling him into the swamp, and when he gets there, he 
translates the song and it's a dense, outward song of life he calls it, right? It's a song that is releasing 
thoughts of death, but those thoughts of death have to do in the swamp always with thoughts of life. 
Life emerging out of that death. And as he translates that song, the one solace that he gets, the one 
realization that he gets, is I can never get the knowledge of death. If there's knowledge to be had, I 
won't have it until I die. But the one bit of knowledge about death, I can get by looking around 
these battlefields, by looking at this endless slain corpses, is I now am know suffering isn't there. 
Suffering is in me - in those of us who survive the war. 
 
>> He makes loss palpable. 
 
>> Yes, he makes loss palpable here. The palpability of that loss is shifted from the corpses on the 
battlefield to those who remain. It's "I saw the debris and debris of all the slain soldiers of the war; 
But I saw they were not as was thought; They themselves were fully at rest- they suffer'dd not; The 
living remained and suffer'd-The mother suffer'd, And the wife and the child, and the musing 
comrade suffer'd, And the armies that remained suffer'd." And it's an unremarkable realization that 
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comes through this poem as one of the great understandings about death and war: that suffering 
that we always associate with the death on the battlefield - that's not where it's located. Whitman 
puts those people at rest. And then he says to us, make something of these fragments because your 
suffering will be here forever. And the one thing you can do with it, is build something that makes 
those deaths seem worthwhile. 
 
>> So Lincoln is dead. And Whitman will make out of that dramatic moment, meaning in prose, in 
poetry, and from the lectern when he delivers the lectures around New York City.  
 
>>An elegy memorializes someone who is gone. And the writer has the task of picking out those 
details, those gestures, those little things that make this individual that particular person. The writer 
has to find a way to bring them to life, even as he's laying that person to rest. Because, as you have 
pointed out in your commentaries, the suffering is taking place within the writer's soul. We are the 
ones who remain, we are the ones who grieve. And we are obliged, as Whitman instructs us, to make 
something out of that grief. 
 
>> Yeah, and what really strikes me about the accomplishment of When Lilacs Last on the 
Dooryard Bloom'd, is I look back at that and I think what the readers at that time- 
 
>> Must have thought. 
 
>> Yeah, what they would have taken from this poem. Because elegies usually are there, in some 
way, to comfort. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> Right? And often elegies are written with a sense of religious comfort. 
 
>> Mm-hm. 
 
>> Whitman offers no religious comfort in this poem. He talks about something he calls the trinity 
in this poem. 
 
>> Yeah, it has nothing to do with the Christian trinity. 
 
>> It evokes the trinity. All the elegies on Lincoln, and there were many, many of them, what were 
appearing in the newspapers within days after Lincoln's assassination. In the same way that after 
Kennedy's assassination elegy after elegy would appear in newspapers. Often not poetic elegies 
anymore but prose elegies. And when we go back and read them they fall flat. Just as when you read 
the elegies that were being published in newspapers about Lincoln now really fall flat because they 
very often were, I mean, there were so many strange coincidences that happened with Lincoln's 
death, alright, it's on a Good Friday. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> There's an association of Lincoln with Christ, there's the association of the assassination with 
the crucifixion. There's- 
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>> He had talked that day about wanting to visit Jerusalem. 
 
>> That's right, and we have the weekend of his death and mourning, it's Easter weekend. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> And this just seemed so natural for people to just pick up on and say, well we've experienced 
this before. This is the heart of our religion. What's happening to us now in our national history is 
totally analogous to what happened in our religious history. We've gone through another crucifixion 
and we now have another Christ figure. And like Christ he too will be resurrected except in different 
ways now for us. Whitman- 
 
>> Doesn't do that. 
 
>> Takes a little of that language, that little trinity that he evokes that word. He knows what he's 
doing when he's using that word trinity, but turns it entirely secular. We still have in Whitman's 
poem, a strange haunting star that seems too bright in the sky. 
 
>> Right. 
 
>> And you think of the star of Bethlehem, you know, and then you think of how this trinity, 
which even within the secular confines of the poem keeps shifting. It's like the trinity's the star, so 
it'd be the star and the thrush and the coffin. 
 
>> The lilac. 
 
>> The lilacs itself. There's this weird way in which even the secular trinity just keeps shifting. And 
when we come to death, there's never a sense, as he's walking with the thought of death and the 
knowledge of death, that there's religious comfort at the end of this. That part of the knowledge of 
death is that these soldiers are not only not suffering, but that they're entering a happy afterlife - that 
is totally stripped from this poem. So that the poem seems to function to me as a way of shifting a 
sense of suffering away from the soldiers. Don't worry about the suffering of Lincoln or of the 
soldiers, they don't suffer: that's our job. We have two jobs now, from now on we suffer, and we 
build. And if we don't build, that massive death that we are suffering for will never be redeemed. 
 
>> One way to think about the art of writing an elegy is to remember, let's say, how Auden 
memorialized Yeats. Earth receive an honored guest, William Yeats is laid to rest. He's writing in 
Yeats' style as a way of paying homage to him. And what Whitman wants us to do, when he writes 
his masterful elegy for Lincoln, is not to write in Lincoln's style, because Lincoln is not a poet, but 
he is a politician. But to write in such a way as to be adequate to what Lincoln achieved. And so a 
poem of 21 sections which takes us literally everywhere. 
 
>> Takes us everywhere and oddly never to Lincoln himself. 
 
>> Yeah, yeah. We have a coffin that seems to be like a seed of death, that is just journeying across 
the debris and the debris of the land. And that little word debris, as it gets repeated in the poem, 
associates the debris and debris of all the slain soldiers of the war with the debris over which that 
coffin is now journeying. 
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>> Accompanied by the thrush. 
 
>> Accompanied by the thrush, yeah. So, we never get Lincoln's name. We never get Whitman's 
attempt to make us see Lincoln's face, that face that he's so fascinated with. So I think you're right 
here, because I think what he is capturing about Lincoln is what he always saw as Lincoln's 
remarkable ability never to put himself first. Never to think of himself as the great leader that 
everyone had to honor and worship, but rather someone who was always putting himself behind the 
other people that he was supporting. And you get this sense of Lincoln as an amazingly humble 
leader. So that an elegy that that turned Lincoln into some sort of individual heroic presence- 
 
>> Would miss the point. 
 
>> Would totally miss the Lincoln that Whitman had come to know and admire: that wise and 
loving soul that doesn't even have to be named. 
 
>> Yeah, yeah. 
 
>> Because he would understand that the lilacs poem is not just about Lincoln. It's about 
everything that Lincoln stood for and the name of Lincoln itself can just bleed into that land. 
 


