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>> Welcome to our second session of Whitman's Civil War: Writing and Imaging Loss, Death and 
Disaster.  

>> I'm looking forward to talking with you today a little Chris about how we can expand on this 
notion of Whitman working in multiples genres, as he's responding to this outrageous mass death 
that is accumulating around him. And to remember that Whitman is not only a radically new kind of 
poet who's arguably defining American poetry, but he's also a very serious journalist. He's a letter 
writer. He's a war correspondent who is inventing in some ways a kind of war journalism that we 
still see being developed today. So, all of these things come together. We talked about Whitman and 
his notebooks that he carried with him all the time and the really fascinating thing about those 
notebooks is that you can read them and you're never sure, page by page, image by image whether 
that's gonna appear in a piece of journalism, in a letter, in a poem: maybe in all three in some form. 
Those notebooks, he seldom is starting out in those notebooks with the idea that this will be a note 
for a poem. It's just a note. It's just open to experience and we'll see what comes of it.  

>> Getting it all down. And this week, we'll be looking at the specifics Whitman is getting down 
and his audience. We'll be looking at selections from Memoranda During the War, Opening of the 
Secession war, National Uprising and Volunteering and Contemptuous Feeling. And then moving 
on to Down at the Front, After First Fredericksburg, and Back to Washington as well as looking at 
poems like Cavalry Crossing a Ford, and When I Heard the Learn'd Astronomer and most 
poignantly The Dresser in the middle of which, if you take a look at in the maybe one of the first 
fundraising letters that has become a major part of the life of writers and artists and academic 
institutions and nonprofit and NGOs: the whole mechanism of trying to fund things that need to be 
funded at particularly dire moments in history.  

>> Yes, we've gotten used to the idea that one thing that follows disaster, one of the most common 
types of writing that follows disaster is fundraising. Fundraising letters and they're crucial. We all 
know what that fund raising can do. We'll get a little tired of it, a little resistant to it, but powerful 
fundraising is a big part of writing about mass disaster.  

>> And it's wonderful, as you point out if one of you commentaries that Whitman's brother had to 
keep reminding him to write those letters in order to able to fund his ministries in the hospital.  

>> Yes, very small operation or relatively small operation. Whitman didn't use a lot of money, but 
he needed to renew those supplies day after, day after day. And the more powerfully he could 
describe  

what he was facing in those hospitals and the more powerfully he could describe just what those 
small little gifts and acts of affection could do, the more money he could raise to keep it going.  

>> So last week, we talked about selection and how Whitman wanted to get everything down that 
he saw and heard and smelled and recorded and the movement of the armies, the the kind of 
wounded solders he would meet along the way; I wonder if you wanna say a word about the 
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Memoranda During the War, how he was operating when he was writing these first entries that we 
have here to look at this week?  

>> Yeah, these entries are remarkable, because they're all coming right out of those notebooks. 
When he's putting together the Memoranda During the War, he's looking back now approaching a 
decade after the war. And he's picking up those little notebooks and he talks about this at the 
beginning of Memoranda During the War, how the notebook itself, that material thing, when he 
picks it up, some of them Whitman tells us and in fact, it's true, some of the notebooks at the 
University of Virginia actually do have blood stains on them as Whitman talks about. These are 
blood smutched notebooks. So that when he picks up that material object, it automatically the object 
itself summons up the soldiers that he was helping, ministering to, giving gifts to, and there is a 
physical connection that he immediately feels when he picks up those notebooks. And so part of 
what he wants to do in Memoranda During the War is not fight against the spirit of the notebook 
itself, which was fragmentation, which was moving from place to place, from soldier to soldier, from 
hospital to hospital. They're quick, sporadic changes. And when we read Memoranda During the 
War, one of the things we're struck by is what Whitman would later call the convulsive quality of 
these things. Its things continually starting and then stopping, and then starting, and stopping, and 
pulling together.  

>> Which was so much the spirit of the times.  

>> Yeah, yeah. He really captures that in his writing. And so as we as we read through these short 
entries and Memoranda During the War, we need to keep in mind just how Whitman is trying to 
figure out how to transfer something that is almost sacred to him about those material notebooks 
that he carried with him in the war and how he can capture some part of that spirit, lift some part of 
that spirit into a print book. How can I hold on to that fragmented, broken, convulsive quality and 
communicate to the reader to try to recreate a sense? Bring alive again that sense of how the war was 
never a smooth, easily told narrative, but rather was a narrative filled with contradictions, with starts 
that seem to be going somewhere and never did, with continual promises of conclusion that never 
happened. All of the impulses of narrative for Whitman are continually undermined in the war. 
Everything has a beginning, but never a continuation or an end. It's just a continual series of 
beginnings and beginnings and beginnings.  

>> And abrupt endings.  

>> Very abrupt endings.  

>> When we're dealing with the soldiers who die, and he has to not only register all of that and deal 
with the spiritual devastation that he himself is feeling, but then wrote down the rows of cots to the 
next wounded or sick soldier. Distribute the gifts: a caress, a kiss. In the ten years between the time 
he starts to take the notes and then eventually assembles those Memoranda During the War: I guess 
I'm always wondering what was he thinking during those time? When he would look back those 
notebooks  

and try to imagine: Can I do something with this? Can I find a way to redeem what happened in 
those terrible corridors of the hospital?  
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>> Yeah, and you think of what he's doing during the day, which is his day job. He's a copyist in the 
Attorney General's office where day after day he is sitting and he's copying out letters. You can now 
go to the Walt Whitman archive and see over 3,000 of those letters that Ken Price recently found in 
the National Archives, in the ancient archived records of the Attorney General's office, where we 
can identify Whitman's handwriting and see day-by-day what issues he's thinking of, what issues are 
crossing his desk, and he's continually as he's writing those letters, he's writing as the Attorney 
General or as the Assistant Attorney General and signing the Assistant Attorney General's name. 
And I think that act of letter-writing is bringing back to him, again and again, what he was doing 
during the Civil War, when he would literally write letters for soldiers, and sign their names to them.  

>> Yeah, and the difference in the kinds of letters he's writing, the one coming from the 
government, it has to be very polished prose. And then the letter for the soldier home to a wife or to 
a mother or to a younger sibling and in that soldier's voice how to capture that. He's really having to 
take in all the voices imaginable.  

>> Yeah, yeah. And this underscores a point we were making in our first session which is that we 
always have to be aware of Whitman not writing in just the Whitmanic I voice. It's not just that 
Whitman I, but in the Civil War poems and the Civil War prose, he's again and again playing with 
becoming the voice of others: becoming the voice of the soldiers, becoming the voice of the 
Attorney General, becoming the voice of the wound dresser. I think one thing we really want to 
think about as we're reading through all these Civil War writings is just how much Whitman resists 
turning this war into any kind of an easy narrative. Whitman will say the real war will never get in the 
books and I think part of what he means by that is that most historical writing about the war tries to, 
in retrospect, see it as a neat teleology, that here's step one and we can just follow it through right to 
the end. That it makes a clear chronology. When you read Drum-Taps, it's impossible to try to figure 
out where you are in the war. Are you at the beginning or you are at the end of the war? Are you 
with the Confederates? Are you with the Union soldiers? You're not sure what battle was being 
represented. There is a weird confusion as you look at those Drum Taps poems unlike say Melville 
in Battle-Pieces where you've got pretty much a chronological movement and the battles are clearly 
identified, the personages are clearly identified, but in Whitman, it's always loose. The soldiers that 
are so often carefully and specifically named in the prose are very carefully anonymized in the poetry 
so that they can stand for soldiers in the north or soldiers in the south.  

>> Perfect example of that is Cavalry Crossing the Ford where, we know from superb scholarship 
quite recently, this is based on the newspaper account, set in Alabama. But Whitman recognizes that 
his job here is to abstract enough out of it so that it could stand for a battle anywhere: north or 
south. In fact, the battle could take place around the world.  

>> Yes, and you just, again it's one of those proto-imagistic poems. It's just a beautifully realized 
picture of military personnel in perfect formation with the landscape and that sense that this 
movement is a kind of eternal movement: it could be taking place and does take place throughout 
the war, from both sides. It's a Cavalry Crossing a Ford. They had to cross a ford every time they 
came to a river.  

>> On both sides of the conflict. So we have Whitman writing by day, in the voice of the Attorney 
General, and by night In the voices of the dead or the dying soldiers. In The Dresser, we have the 
fiction of a wound-dresser from the war, remembering what happened during that time. Maybe, 
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telling the grandchild what happened. Whitman ventriloquizes this voice but he does something 
really interesting rhythmically and in the very presentation of the poem. Do you want to say a word 
about that?  

>> It's an amazing poem because it is so compelling that I think it's the one Civil War poem that 
even when it's pointed out that look, Whitman never was a wound-dresser. A wound-dresser was a 
very specific role in a Civil War hospital and these people were trained to deal with identifying the 
wounds and they would sort people out, do a kind of triage by looking at the wounds. And they 
knew which wounds meant that there was nothing that could be done. And which wounds meant 
this person needs to see a physician immediately. And which wounds meant, well this person, I can 
deal with myself, simply by dressing the wound. And Whitman knew wound-dressers, saw a wound-
dressers, but he wasn't a wound-dresser and yet you know over the years.  

>> He paid attention.  

>> Yeah he paid very close attention and when he takes on that voice of the wound-dresser, one of 
the, I think of it as almost the deep structure of the poem he just takes that very basic first-person 
pronoun, I, and then the simple present verb tense. And if you track that, it's a little subtle because it 
tends to appear in the middle of lines in this poem, rather than at the beginning, when we're kind of 
used to seeing Whitman repeat beginnings of lines. But here we get a movement: I come, I love, I 
arrive, I come, I dwell. I enter, I go. I return, I miss, I stop, I go. I dress, I undo, I dress, I dress. I 
am faithful, I do not give out. I dress, I thread, I pacify, I recall. And if you think of just that deep 
structure, you can just see a kind of pattern of what the basic activity is of this whole poem. It's a 
poem about recalling and it's a poem about coming and going, about moving into and moving out 
of, about threading and dressing; all of the basic activities are right there in that repeated little phrase 
around which those lines grow.  

>> And it seems to me that the the mark of his mastery, his growing mastery as an artist is to vary 
those phrases in the middle of the line. Early in his career, as you note, he would start the line with 
that, but now he's always in the middle of the action and that's the move so subtle but it's only when 
you start to pick it out like that you realize how he hangs this poem together, what the scaffolding is.  

>> Yeah.  

>> So we're talking about specifics and we're talking about audience. The letter that Whitman writes 
to Margaret Curtis is much different than the letter we will examine next week to the parents of the 
soldier. How would you describe what he's going to leave in and what he's going to leave out?  

>> Yeah, and we can complicate this even more by raising what I think is the really fascinating 
question of who he was writing his civil war poems for - what the audience is for those civil war 
poems. Yeah, with the letter to Mrs. Curtis, it's a very specific person and it's doing a very specific 
thing. There's a goal that Whitman's brother Jeff had been encouraging him to get better and better 
at. Let people know just how vital your work is and do that by just writing your magic here. You can 
capture the horrors of the hospital better than anyone else. And so we think of that as a very specific 
audience and yet we also know from that very letter, and from Mrs. Curtis's letter to Whitman, that 
these letters get handed around.  
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>> They're circulating.  

>> They have their own circulation. And so what may appear to be a very specific audience, 
Whitman is quite aware of from the response he's getting back, both from his brother Jeff and from 
some of the people to whom he writes, that he knows now these letters do have a distribution and a 
circulation of their own. And that, as he's writing to Mrs. Curtis, he's also thinking alright, this letter 
may have an effect on a fairly wide audience as it gets passed around. The more effective it is, the 
more likely it is to get passed on to other people.  

>> So the letter being read in Margaret Curtis's living room is not unlike the ways in which now 
after a disaster, let's say the massacre at Orlando, we turn on CNN and there will be a phone 
number - a text number - where you can send money to help the victims.  

>> Or as we see now with the advent of social media, that tweets, emails, immediately if they're sent 
to one person, immediately are sent out and we will get personal communications that are effective 
descriptions of what happened and reactions to what happened will be communicated to the wider 
public. I think it was very much the same for Whitman. Whitman actually would use some of the 
very same details, the very same paragraphs in one letter to another. Just as it's one of those, I think, 
qualities of fundraising letters that you look for. You want a sincerity and an honesty in the letter, 
and yet you recognize, as the recipient of that letter, that that letter may have your name on it and It 
may say Dear Ed or Dear Chris at the beginning but you know that that Dear Ed or Dear Chris is 
exactly like Whitman's you. It's going to be anybody, anybody can read that letter, anybody can 
receive that letter and it's personalized but there's a real art to reading that and knowing that this is 
an absolutely impersonal letter but written in such a compelling fashion that you feel it is speaking 
directly to you.  

>> Brings to mind, in these recent days, there was a story floating around Facebook and Twitter, 
about the flight attendants who helped a grandmother onto the flight and then came up with the 
idea that she was flying to Florida for her grandson's funeral. And they came up with the idea of 
starting at the back of the plane and asking people just to write a word or two for this woman who 
was in such shock and grief. And they kept it quiet but what they found was that the condolences 
that people were writing, one after another, were getting longer and longer. Because this is 
something about human nature, when a tragedy befalls us, we look for ways in which to connect, 
and by the time the flight landed, they had pages and pages. And the flight attendant notes that 
deplaning for once, no one was in a hurry.  

>> Because they wanted to just touch her arm or her shoulder as they went past and give her 
personally the same condolences that were in that piece of writing. So, there's a way in which writing 
brings out some larger spirit of generosity at these moments of disaster, which is exactly what 
Whitman is teaching us how to do in his letters to Margaret Curtis.  

>> In his letters to Margaret Curtis, and I would suggest, in his visits to all those Civil War soldiers. 
He's moving from one bed to the other. And it's an act of repetition. It's basically the same thing, he 
is offering to one soldier after another, but making each soldier feel that at this moment, the 
intensity, the feeling, the care, the affection, it's all about you. And that's the basis of Whitman's 
poetics. It's one thing he carries from those early Whitman poems, The Song of Myself, forward, 
that takes on such a different tenor in the Civil War, but it's still very much there. It's that idea that 
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you, right, reading this poem, that promiscuous you in English, that is, you and I know working with 
translators, it's an impossible  

translation, right? Singular, plural, formal, informal, but in English, it's all the same word. We say you 
to refer to an absolute stranger, and we say you to refer to our lover in bed.  

>> We say you to refer to ourselves. What are you doing?!  

>> And that you, that promiscuous you in Whitman, is how his poetry works because it's addressed 
to everyone and yet, always only to you. So as you sit there reading the poem, it's Whitman saying, 
it's just you and me. We're the only ones here right now. And what it doesn't quite say, but which is 
always obvious is that the second you leave, any other you can take your place. And that same 
intimate attachment will be there. It's a kind of cruising affection in Whitman. And that cruising 
affection is very much what is carrying him through 100,000 visits in the hospital and being effective 
in every one of them.  

>> So if in the dresser, Whitman buries the action in the middle of the line when we read, When I 
Heard The Learn'd Astronomer, there's a way in which we get to see how he makes that movement 
from one way of proceeding to another. A perfectly balanced poem that begins with you could say 
the old style, when I did this, when I heard, when the proofs, when I was shown, when I, and then 
sitting, that's where it starts to change, right?  

>> Yeah, it's a very passive I in the first four lines. It's an I that sits and hears and an I that in a 
passive voice, I was shown the charts, and not even I saw the charts. I was showing the charts. So it 
puts the I in it, a totally passive situation.  

>> Receptive.  

>> Receptive and accepting and then unaccountable. I doubt that's the word. We talk about it in the 
commentaries, but it echoes with uncountable. The I that is uncountable, the I that can't be 
explained by charts and diagrams. And then that I that takes what the astronomers taught him, but 
moves outside into the actual experience, and in the experience of looking up at the mystical moist 
night air and looking at the stars, everything then begins to cohere in a way that before, it had to be 
categorized and divided up. Out in that moment of experience, the I is so intently involved with 
what it has actually learned in the room. This poem is often read as Whitman rejecting the science 
and just going out and wanting, advising us all just go experience the night sky - you don't need the 
astronomer to tell you anything. But as I point out in the commentary, if we're gonna understand 
that little throwaway phrase from time to time, that's part of what makes that experience in the 
mystical moist night air so magical, is that he's now taken everything he's learned, and he looks up at 
the night sky, and now for the first time, he knows as I look at those stars, I'm not just looking 
across space. I'm looking across time. I'm looking from time, my time to a long time ago. And if 
there are any people up around those stars looking this way, they're looking from their time into a 
future in which I may or may not even exist. And so there's a magical quality to what he's learned, 
and then if we look at the poem carefully, we see in the last two lines, the I has been literally 
embodied in the language. It just disappears as a pronoun. And instead, we hear it at night, we hear 
it in time, we hear it in silence, time, silence, night. The I is completely embraced and embodied in 
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that world around. And it's such an interesting poem to be sitting there and Drum-Taps, isn't it? 
You suddenly in a lecture room about astronomy in the middle of the Civil War.  

>>In the middle of the war!  

>>And Whitman, again and again in these war poems, is going to look to the kind of comfort that 
he actually drew from those millions and quadrillions in the early poetry.  

That vastness of time and space that makes all of existence a continually recycling thing that at those 
moments when your personal and national history begin to really just overwhelm you is the time to 
go out and look from time to time, right, to look across those vast distances. And to think about just 
how quick, and passing, a lifetime is, a war is, that seems to be dragging on for ever and ever. So in 
this poem, we get a kind of moment of comfort of what it means of how the sciences are helping us 
see and put into perspective what may just seem totally overwhelming. That every once in a while, 
it's worth stepping back and saying, in the fullness of deep time and deep space, this all was moving 
very, very quickly and there will be a future after what seems like the end  

of the world.  

>> And it bring us back to those soldiers. That laser focus that Whitman brings to each encounter 
with the soldiers, the kiss, the caress, the notes that he writes, the letter home. He's entirely present 
for the duration of that encounter and then he goes on to the next one. And there's a way in which 
he learns how to do that from the astronomer, who reminds him you have this moment, make the 
most of it, and from time to time, that will carry on.  

During the war in Yugoslavia, I became friends with the wonderful photographer named Elizabeth 
Rappaport, who said something that has stayed with me all these years: and she was talking about 
the kind of photography she wanted to do. There is the photograph made on the battlefield of the 
carnage. But she said what I wanna do is, I wanna get into people's beer: I'm wanna get into the 
soldier's beer. Which is to say she wanted to be with them, to connect with them, and then see what 
picture might assemble itself. And it seems to me that when Whitman takes us into the hospital, 
we're getting a different take on the war, where it's a much more intimate take, and it forever 
changes the ways in which we look at conflict, at disaster, at loss.  

 


