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>> Welcome to our fourth class session. This week we're going to be examining the question of 
silence and absence. The ways in which, as the war continues, Whitman finds himself on the one 
hand dealing with ever more wounded and dying soldiers coming in to his presence, and feeling at 
the same time the profound absence of so many people who have died. 
 
>> Yeah, it's a remarkable aspect of Whitman's Civil War writings that he is at once voicing both 
presence and absence. And we're going to see in the poems that we're reading for this week a poem 
like Hymn to Dead Soldiers, a poem like Pioneers! O Pioneers!, where you have this balance of the 
absent soldiers that have to be given voice. And they have to be given voice because they are the 
future, right? They are the composted future. Everything they've done in the war, we now, those of 
us living, coming out of the war, have to construct a future that makes that carnage, that sacrifice, 
seem worthwhile. It's building an American future that makes the war seem to have been worth it. 
Because there is that dangerous moment Whitman is always aware of, that if the country begins to 
turn toward pleasure, money, forgetfulness, the Civil War is going to seem like this infinite chasm of 
loss and death that could never be turned productive. 
 
>> Or redeemed. 
 
>> Or redeemed, yeah. 
 
>> And in the middle of all of our readings this week, we have that remarkable letter to his mother 
where we see the cost to him of trying to honor the dying and the dead. And to contain them in 
some fashion, even as his heart is breaking again, and again, and again. 
 
>> It's a letter in which we can feel the terror, the horror of absence for Whitman as he comes 
upon that dead soldier on that blustery, rainy night, and realizes this is a soldier for whom he can 
never speak. He can never give the soldier any kind of a voice because- 
 
>> Even an identity. 
 
>> Or an identity, yeah. He can't name him. And so we feel the horror and terror of absolute 
absence. And in expressing that terror and horror of absolute absence, we get a letter in which I 
think we feel Whitman's presence more fully and completely and honestly than we do in almost any 
other piece of Civil War writing. 
 
>> Yeah. And the tension between the two we realize is what's governing the work that he's doing 
day by day, and night by nigh in the hospital wards, back in his room, trying to get it all down. 
 
>> Yeah, yeah. So we get that poem of Come Up from the Fields Father, where Whitman I think is 
taking very seriously, and examining, and probing in some remarkable ways. An activity of absence 
and presence that he's going through all those daily in his hospital visits as he's writing letters for the 
soldiers, where he is aware that in giving voice to the soldier who may not be able to write because 
the soldier maybe illiterate, may not be able to write because a soldier has no arms, may not be able 
to write because the soldier is so near death from whatever disease he may be suffering from, or 
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whatever wounds, that Whitman is continually thinking about the importance of giving voice to that 
soon-to-be absence. And doing it quickly so that the family of the soldier, the wife of the soldier, the 
parents of the soldier, the siblings, can have this last voice. But also being aware that in giving that 
voice he's creating immediately an absence, and that's a remarkable thing about that poem. 
 
>> In the imaginative journey into the reaction of the family receiving exactly the kind of letter that 
Whitman himself would have written. He is interrogating his very own rationale for being there, for 
doing this. 
 
>> Yes, yeah. It's Whitman imagining what the family must be experiencing when they get a letter 
that is in Whitman's hand that purports to be a letter from their son. 
>> And in our last session, when we were examining that letter he writes to the Huschke family, we 
were reminded of what that impact would be and then you can see how the writer would take that 
next step. I wonder, what does this mean? How does the family take this? 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> That's part of that effort on Whitman's part to give us everything in life: to testify to every single 
atom, every single movement, every single gesture. 
>> Yeah, yeah. And imagining the letter being opened, and then that really amazing moment when 
the mother looks at the letter, and cannot find the first person pronoun that we know has to be 
there. But she is blind to it because the handwriting, itself, is not connected to the hand of her son. 
 
>> It's a stranger's hand. 
 
>> It's a stranger's hand. It's a strange hand. It's vigil strange. It's that adjective that Whitman works 
and works to get at, again and again, in his Civil War writings, and hangs so much upon. Because 
everything that's happening in the war, every part of this experience, is strange in that sense of being 
unknown before. It's not something we ever could have anticipated or experienced before. But it's 
also estranging. It's turning us into a stranger to our own experience. And we're seeing that endless 
attempt to voice the soldiers who are about to be forever silenced, to give presence to what is about 
to be absence. And then, in the years after the war, as we see with these poems like Pioneers! O 
Pioneers!, to give voice to the dead soldiers, who will push the living to carry out their obligations to 
the dead. 
 
>> Yeah, at least in the bed at night. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> So it's interesting that in this week where we are exploring the relationship between silence and 
absence we have this poem, The Veteran's Vision, the Artilleryman's Vision, of a veteran lying in 
bed late at night, and the poem, in the midst of all the silence, is actually filled with the sounds of 
war. 
 
>> Yeah, it is amazing, isn't it? And we have, in Whitman's notebooks, his notes of all these sounds 
that get into the poem, and just making up a kind of catalog, a list of war sounds, battlefield sounds. 
And I mention in my commentary, that it's curious. When you come there, you can't tell. Is a soldier 
sitting there telling Whitman, Boy, the sounds you hear on a battlefield. I remember this sound, and 
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this sound, and this sound, and Whitman writing them down. But whether it's just a catalog that he's 
making from sounds that he's heard distantly from a battlefield. 
 
>> Or perhaps some combination of the two. 
 
>> Yeah, yeah. And because it's, as we think of presence and absence here, silence and voice - here 
we have a poem that in some ways is the noisiest poem of all the Drum-Taps poems, and yet it takes 
place in bed at night inside a soldier's head. So that the scene, if we're looking at it, is an absolutely 
silent scene. 
 
>> Yep, yep. 
 
>> And in that silence, a voice reappears. In that absence, presence reappears. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> Night after night, that battle takes place again and it seems to be generated, or prompted, by the 
tiny little sounds that are going on. The infant sleeping, and thinking infant, infantry. Thinking 
breath breath, of the shots on the battlefield. It's a remarkable poem in which the tiniest sounds in 
the absolute silence of the domestic marital bedroom at night seem to just generate and prompt and 
then it just builds and builds inside the soldier's head. And we're in an incredibly noisy environment 
that, at any second, we just have to pull out of the head, and we're completely in silence again. 
 
>> Yeah. And what's remarkable about it is that it reminds us that the war is never over. The 
veteran lies there in bed at night, as you say, it looks like a perfectly calm scene. But what obsesses 
him are the sounds of battle that he rehearses night after night. And in some fashion, the poet is 
giving us access to that darkness that we can't even imagine when we see the veteran walking down 
the street. No idea how awful it must be to not be able to put those sounds to sleep. 
 
>> And just as Whitman anticipates the sort of ghost limb phenomenon as he talks to soldiers and 
record soldiers talking about how they can feel limbs that had been lost, that they can feel pain in an 
arm that's no longer there. And Whitman is, he always just listens and takes and thinks about what 
this means in terms of absence and presence, in terms of how any absence creates it's own new kind 
of presence. And similarly, with listening to soldiers, it's as if Whitman has anticipated so far ahead 
of his time, PTSD. 
 
>> Post-traumatic stress syndrome. 
 
>> Yeah, yeah, that disorder that only in recent decades has come to be perceived to be an actual 
disorder that Whitman has already given us the amazing, overwhelming image of in this poem. 
 
>> He has articulated it for eternity. 
 
>> And in that poem too, to just go back to something we talk about in the commentaries, but, and 
we've seen it before, the importance in Whitman of the parenthetical. And I would just have all of 
the participants in this group think about the importance of the parenthetical when we're thinking of 
our own syntax and how we write sentences and what we do with the parenthetical. Because a 
parenthetical was a way of making something both disappear and appear - of putting the voice over 
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to the side and yet also making sure that it is being voiced, and in some ways, draws attention to 
itself.  
Whitman clearly gives a lot of thought to his parentheses. 
 
>> And they always count. 
 
>> They always count. And the weird thing about them is, just syntactically, they are a gesture. A 
syntactic gesture that hides at the same time it reveals. That stifles at the same time it releases. 
 
>> Yup. 
 
>> That creates a kind of silencing at the same time that it gives voice to it. So in The Artilleryman's 
Vision, we have the parentheses that hold the most horrifying things. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> They become a syntactic gesture that captures something that's going on in the soldier's head 
having to do with what I cannot ever in my own head, even in a dream, voice. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> But always demands it's presence be there. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> What these gaps in the line that I'm perceiving and seeing. What these gaps actually are, they are 
blood, death, and wounded soldiers. And that has to be kept in parentheses. 
 
>> Yeah, and when we think about one of the functions of literature, it is to create some kind of a 
container for this material that cannot otherwise be uttered. 
 
>> Right, right. 
 
>> In speaking about silence and presence when we come to the Hymn of Dead Soldiers, we have 
something new in place, which is the faculty of smell. 
 
>> Yeah. Amazing isn't it, how we've seen Whitman just experiment with sense after sense after 
sense. We say it all through Song of Myself, the five senses are evoked at the beginning of that 
poem. Each one systematically. You know this is something we're gonna be concerned with. With 
everything you can taste, touch, see, smell, hear. All the senses are going to be evoked. We saw in 
Artilleryman's Vision that weird sense of sound that's everywhere, even though there are no sounds 
actually present. Everything is going on in the head of the soldier. In this poem, we get a scent of 
the perfume. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> But the perfume is the fetter arising from the battlefield. 
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>> Yeah, what we would imagine to be the worst possible smell, in this poem, is translated into 
something altogether different. 
 
>> Yeah, and you get a smell here. It's the sense of smell, it's always in people who study the senses, 
they talk about it being the most primitive of the senses. Somehow goes back and relates us most to 
the animal world, what we think of as the animal world around us. And the weird notion that 
humans have lost their sense of smell more than the other senses. It's the first sense to go. And yet 
we have surrounding us, hundreds, thousands of industries that are devoted to disguising smell. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> And perfume is one of those industries. And here, for Whitman, he takes us back, as he so often 
does, to the to the etymologies of words, just making us aware of where it comes from, and 
perfume, literally from smoke. And we suddenly see the the burning of corpses, and we see the 
stench of the burning corpses that, in Whitman's sort of magic, is being turned into something like a 
memory now of the soldiers. There's such a presence to that smell. And yet it's, as all smells are, 
invisible. 
 
>> And it's as if once again he is taking the longest possible view. So he is extending into the distant 
future a time when this battlefield will be just grass growing and everything that happened, that was 
so awful at one point in history, now is just a part of something else altogether and traces remain. A 
kind of perfume. Something that you smell off on the side. 
>> Right, we think back to Song of Myself when Whitman just confronts the corpse, the rotting 
corpse, and says, does this offend you? And then he says, smell the roses, 
 
>> Yeah 
 
>> That are growing out of the death, that is the soil all around us. 
 
>> But now it's death on an industrial scale. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> And that makes it all the harder to try to come to terms with it. 
 
>> Yeah, that's right. It takes us back to, A Million Dead, Too, Summ'd Up. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> That notion that everything is composted back into the nation's future, but that problem now is 
that nature is having to work overtime to process death on this scale. 
 
>> Yeah. And then when the war comes to an end, the next issue that he has to deal with will be 
the return to civilian life of the soldiers who survive. And the way that he's going to have to imagine 
that large word reconciliation, which we will be looking at sometime in the future, is to imagine 
sending these soldiers westward. Westward expansion, Pioneers! O Pioneers! This is a radically 
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different kind of poem we're going to be hearing. But we realize again he's trying to deal with the 
large scale, in this case demobilization, following death on an industrial scale. 
 
>> Yes, yes. And the soldiers from the West were always Whitman's favorite soldiers. 
 
>> Yeah, yeah. 
 
>> These were America's future, and these were the soldiers who were looked particularly strong in 
body and healthy and were coming out of the West. And after the war, everything now turns to that 
West and that Manifest Destiny. All of the things that I think make us very uneasy as we read this 
poem today. We need to understand in that exhilaration of, where do we put that energy that had 
just gone into fratricide, to put it now into national unity. And that national unity becomes a 
movement West that, unfortunately, brings with it some of the national actions that become some 
of our most painful memories. 
 
>> Indian wars, the destruction of native habitat. And we remember that leading up to the war, it 
was the disposition of the West that was going to determine whether the Union survived or not. 
Whether this would be a slave state or not a slave state though. Now we've survived the war, and we 
have to think what the West will be a place for in the next future. 
 
>> Yeah. We think of Frederick Jackson Turner, who just at the time of Whitman's death, is going 
to develop his frontier hypothesis and the idea that there was that moving frontier line that just 
moved it's way across to the West. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> And that America's real character was continually being defined on that moving line between 
what he called civilization and savagery. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> That it was all of the human qualities that were being developed and that were required in order 
to allow that line to continue moving that made what we now think of as the American character. 
The whole gun debate in the United States is still attached to that notion of frontier, pioneer 
character. And one of the things that I think happens with Whitman is a frontier thesis. We have 
two very different words for Who those people were going out onto the frontier. You know, we 
have frontiersmen. And we have back woodsman. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> And a back woodsman create an image of backing into that wilderness and always keeping your 
eyes back on civilization. Frontiersman were the people that had their eyes out toward the West, and 
that America was really being formed by it's continual interaction with that unformed world, 
supposedly unformed world, out to the West. The backwoodsman created a sense that we were 
actually always being formed by the East, and the East continued to need to send it's missionaries 
and everyone out to the West to truly civilize it. For Whitman, it becomes a really strange moment 
because what had seemed to be civilization, had now turned into the most barbarous, savage place 
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that you could have. So there was a sense now of turning away from this mass death and savagery of 
the East out to the freshness and newness of the West. 
 
>> Yeah, and recognizing that with the closing of the frontier, which Frederick Jackson Turner is 
going to announce quite soon after Whitman dies, that endlessly expanding idea has come to an end. 
 
>> Yes. 
 
>> And Whitman seems to have already understood that. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> It's built into first, Song of Myself, and then in a radically different way in his Civil War writings. 
We have the two sides of that, the frontiersman and the back woodsman. The expansion and the 
contraction. The savagery, and ideally, the reconciliation. 
 
>> Right, right. Yeah, the savagery seems to move. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> During the Civil War into the very heart and center of what had been civilization. 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> So we have, it's the 1890 census, two years before Whitman's death. Whitman would have been 
aware of this census, it was getting a lot of publicity. And that was the census that made the 
statement that for all intents and purposes, the frontier line was now gone, but America was coast to 
coast. 
 
>> Yeah, one entity bound together by a war. 
 


