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In keeping with the criteria for GSELS designation, the course will encourage students 
to focus on the following topics as they appear—whether in a positive or a negative 
light—in Leaves of Grass:  

 
 4.    The relationship between respect for Earth, including life in all its   

  diversity, and human and/or ecological health: 
 

 In ―This Compost,‖ the poet‘s initial disgust on suddenly stumbling on a nameless 
―something‖ turns to wonder at Earth‘s self-sufficient powers of regeneration.  
[Lecture 1]  

  
9.   The search for solutions in nature:  

   
A bio-regionalist approach to the poems clustered as Sea-Drift will show the 
curative power of the poet‘s childhood sanctuaries, the New York islands where, 
in the 1860s, he sought release from the emotional and political upheaval of 
wartime.  In poems like ―Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking‖ and ―When Lilacs Last 

in the Dooryard Bloom‘d,‖ he learns from the ebb and flow of the tides to accept 
mortality and time itself.  [Lectures 2, 3, and 4] 

  
14.   Contrasting attitudes toward the community of life and their impact on global well-

being: 
 
  Unlike ―This Compost‖ and the Sea-Drift texts of the 1850s and 1860s, the poetry 

written after the Civil War reveals a waning respect for the ―otherness‖ of Earth 
(―life in all its diversity‖).  In the 1870s, Whitman often indulges in bombastic 
jingoism to celebrate territorial growth, in the name of progress and to the 
detriment of the western American Indians.  [Lectures 5 and 6] 

 
3.  The significance of upholding the right of all living beings to a natural and social 

environment supportive of dignity, health and well-being 
 
  Again, such poems of the 1870s as ―Passage to India‖ and ―Song of the 

Redwood-Tree‖ exact a heavy price for expansion, whether across the seas or 
within the national borders.  [Lectures 5 and 6]  

 
 

ECOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO WHITMAN’S LEAVES OF GRASS 
 



 2 

 
―An ecopoetical reading [of poems written before and after the Civl War] offers a new perspective on the 
changes in Whitman‘s work. The poems [reflect] shifting historical contexts, not only the obvious social 
and political changes brought on by the war but also geographical upheavals in an age of westward 
expansion, urbanization, galloping development in industry and technology, and emerging  globalization.  
. . . Whitman‘s poetry embodies the kinds of conflicted experience and language that continually crop up 
in the discourse of political ecology. . . . We find in Leaves of Grass [two] contradictory impulses: on the 
one hand, to stress the unity of human and nonhuman nature, which may lead to exploitation through an 
uncritical assertion of spiritual . . . identity, and, on the other hand, to preserve the integrity of the earth as 
an environment distinct from human interests and society.‖   

— M. Jimmie Killingsworth, Walt Whitman and the Earth: A Study in Ecopoetics  
 

LECTURE 1: Earth’s Process: Shock and Awe 

“This Compost” (1856) 

On a typically Romantic ramble through field and forest, the poet encounters detritus and recoils: 

Something startles me where I thought I was safest, 
I withdraw from the still woods I loved, 
I will not go now on the pastures to walk, 
I will not strip the clothes from my body to meet my lover the sea, 
I will not touch my flesh to the earth as to other flesh to renew me.  

 
Turning the plow, he finds that ―The summer growth is innocent and disdainful above all those strata of 
sour dead.‖  He celebrates earth‘s mysterious restorative power:  
 

What chemistry! 
……………………………………………………………………….. 
That all is clean forever and forever, 
That the cool drink from the well tastes so good, 
That blackberries are so flavorous and juicy, 
That the fruits of the apple-orchard and the orange-orchard, that melons, grapes, peaches,  

   plums, will none of them poison me,  
That when I recline on the grass I do not catch any disease, 
Though probably every spear of grass rises out of what was once a catching disease. 
 
Now I am terrified at the Earth, it is that calm and patient, 
It grows such sweet things out of such corruptions. 

  
Nature is sufficient unto itself, regenerating without human intervention.  
 

LECTURE 2: Island Sanctuaries, Tidal Rhythms, Part 1 

In the poetry of the late 1850s and early 1860s, Whitman seeks refuge from wartime conflict and 
emotional turmoil in the sacred places of his childhood and youth, in ritualistic reconnections with earth 
and water along the Long Island shore. 

“Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking” (1859-60) 

The poet, ―by these tears a little boy again,‖ walks by the sea, entranced by the song of a mockingbird 
grieving his lost mate.  The bird seems caught in unending cadences of love, separation, and death: 

Two together! 
Winds blow south, or winds blow north, 
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Day come white, or night come black, 
Home, or rivers and mountains from home, 
Singing all time, minding no time, 
While we two keep together 
…………………………………………….. 

 O past! O happy life! O songs of joy! 
In the air, in the woods, over fields, 
Loved! loved! loved! loved! loved! 
But my mate no more, no more with me! 
We two together no more. 
 

Eventually the child-poet turns from the bird‘s beguiling summons to hopelessness (―Demon or bird!‖).  He 
abandons innocence to heed the call to the fullness of experience and poetry (‖I awake‖), unafraid to 
approach the sea though the ―savage old mother‖ whispers ―Death.‖  ― ‗Out of the Cradle‘ offers 
consolation through an acceptance of death as a force that pervades nature and promises a dissolution 
into the mystic whole‖ (Killingsworth). 
  

LECTURE 3: Island Sanctuaries, Tidal Rhythms, Part 2 

“When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d” (1865–66) 

Making use of the conventions of pastoral elegy, Whitman traces a cathartic journey to the sacred shore 
in the immediate aftermath of Abraham Lincoln‘s assassination. 

From lilacs that blossom by a farmhouse door—as if in defiance of death—the poet breaks a single sprig 
for the coffin of ―him I love‖ as the funeral train travels to Springfield, Illinois.  He joins the procession of 
mourners but remains inconsolable even after offering the flower.  Nor does the western star ―sailing the 
heaven‖ (the fallen President elevated in elegiac apotheosis) allow release; it locks ithe poet in grief, 
much as did the mockingbird in ―Out of the Cradle.‖  But another bird sings here: the hermit thrush hidden 
―in the swamp in secluded recesses‖ calls on death even as he summons the poet to the sea: 
 

Come lovely and soothing death,  
Undulate round the world, serenely arriving, arriving,  
In the day, in the night, to all, to each,  
Sooner or later delicate death. 
…………………………………………………….  

Dark mother always gliding near with soft feet,  
Have none chanted for thee a chant of fullest welcome?  
Then I chant it for thee, I glorify thee above all,  
I bring thee a song that when thou must indeed come, come unfalteringly.  
…………………………………………………………………………….. 

The night in silence under many a star,  
The ocean shore and the husky whispering wave whose voice I know,  
And the soul turning to thee O vast and well-veil’d death,  
And the body gratefully nestling close to thee.  
 
Over the tree-tops I float thee a song,  
Over the rising and sinking waves, over the myriad fields and the prairies wide,  
Over the dense-pack’d cities all and the teeming wharves and ways,  
I float this carol with joy, with joy to thee O death. 
  

LECTURE 4: Island Sanctuaries, Tidal Rhythms, Part 3 
 
“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” (1856) 
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Looking from the ferry at the setting sun (with its connotations of death), the poet celebrates the diverse 
East River crowds. The ebb and flow of generations seems to defy time itself: 
 

The glories strung like beads on my smallest sights and hearings, on the walk in the street and  
       the passage over the river, 

The current rushing so swiftly and swimming with me far away, 
The others that are to follow me, the ties between me and them, 
The certainty of others, the life, love, sight, hearing of others. 
  

Time may vanish, but the place, the island, remains distinct, identifiable, ―elevated above [any notions] of 
human progress that [would diminish] the sanctity of the land‖ (Killingsworth). 
 

“As I Ebb’d with the Ocean of Life” (1860) 
 
A perceived failure of imagination leaves the poet ―wreck‘d‖ at the shore like the sea-drift (―Chaff, straw, 
splinters of wood, weeds, and the sea-gluten‖):  
 

As I wend to the shores I know not, 
As I list to the dirge, the voices of men and women wreck'd, 
As I inhale the impalpable breezes that set in upon me, 
As the ocean so mysterious rolls toward me closer and closer, 
I too but signify at the utmost a little wash'd-up drift. 

 
As the receding tide and the spectral voices of castaways sing only of doubt, 
   

I perceive I have not really understood any thing, not a single object, and that no man ever can, 
Nature here in sight of the sea taking advantage of me to dart upon me and sting me, 
Because I have dared to open my mouth to sing at all. 

  
He turns from the ―fierce old mother,‖ the sea, to invoke the island as ―father‖:  
 

I too Paumanok, 
I too have bubbled up, floated the measureless float, and been wash'd on your shores, 
I too am but a trail of drift and debris, 
I too leave little wrecks upon you, you fish-shaped island. 
………………………………………………………………………………… 

Kiss me my father,  
Touch me with your lips as I touch those I I love,  
Breathe to me while I hold you close the secret of the murmuring I envy.  

 
The poet emerges from the experience ―Buoy‘d hither from many moods,‖ cleansed of pride to await a 
resurgence of inspiration: ―Ebb, ocean of life, (the flow will return).‖ 
 

LECTURE 5: Post-War Conflict: Cityscapes and Global Vistas 

 
―The war undermined Whitman‘s confidence in his earthly mysticism and his faith in the redemptive cycles 
of nature. . . .  His attention to the sacred time of tides . . .  and the sacred places of ancestors and origins 
yielded to a worldview in which time is measured by the events of social and political life and the sense of 
place is colored by the geographic mobility and dislocation associated with modernity‖ (Killingsworth).   

“Give Me the Splendid Silent Sun” (1865)  

Caught between contradictory yearnings, Whitman rejects bucolic serenity for the dark enthusiasms of 
the city at war.  First, ―tired with ceaseless excitement and rack‘d by the war-strife,‖ he longs for 
landscapes typical of nineteenth-century Romanticism: 
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Give me the splendid silent sun, with all his beams full-dazzling;   
Give me juicy autumnal fruit, ripe and red from the orchard;   
Give me a field where the unmow‘d grass grows;   
Give me an arbor, give me the trellis‘d grape;   
Give me fresh corn and wheat—give me serene-moving animals, teaching content;  
Give me nights perfectly quiet, as on high plateaus west of the Mississippi, and I looking up at the  

 stars; 
Give me odorous at sunrise a garden of beautiful flowers, where I can walk undisturb‘d. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Give me solitude—give me Nature—give me again, O Nature, your primal sanities! 

In the end, the lure of the urban scenario proves too strong, and he embraces both city and war: 
   

Keep your splendid, silent sun; 
Keep your woods, O Nature, and the quiet places by the woods;   
Keep your fields of clover and timothy, and your corn-fields and orchards;   
Keep the blossoming buckwheat fields, where the Ninth-month bees hum;   
Give me faces and streets! give me these phantoms incessant and endless along the trottoirs! 
Give me interminable eyes! give me women! give me comrades and lovers by the thousand! 
Let me see new ones every day! let me hold new ones by the hand every day!   
Give me such shows! give me the streets of Manhattan!   
Give me Broadway, with the soldiers marching—give me the sound of the trumpets and drums! 
…………………………………………………………………………………………... 
The dense brigade bound for the war, with high piled military wagons following; 
People, endless, streaming, with strong voices, passions, pageants, 
Manhattan streets with their powerful throbs, with beating drums as now, 
The endless and noisy chorus, the rustle and clank of muskets, (even the sight of the wounded,) 
Manhattan crowds, with their turbulent musical chorus! 
Manhattan faces and eyes forever for me.  

―. . . Whitman drifts toward a modernist understanding of nature and the city, revising what had been his 
Romantic or transcendental poetics. . . . The war substantially altered his understanding of his 
relationship with the earth, so that the attractions of solitary communion with nature began to fade‖ 
(Killingsworth). 
 

“Passage to India” (1871) 
  
In an effort ―to reconcile the gnawing greed of humanity with the equally powerful drive to live at peace 
with the earth‖ Killingsworth), the poet forsakes his sacred places for grand visions of exploration, 
stripping Nature of its fine ―chemistry‖ to revel in historical progress: 
  

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,   
I sound, to commence, the cry, with thee, O soul,   
The Past! the Past! 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.)  

 
A new technology promises divinely sanctioned schemes of growth and tolerant diversity–albeit in the 
shadow of imperialism:  
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Passage to India! 
Lo, soul, seest thou not God's purpose from the first? 
The earth to be spann'd, connected by network, 
The races, neighbors, to marry and be given in marriage, 
The oceans to be cross'd, the distant brought near, 
The lands to be welded together. 

 
After engineers, inventors, and scientists have forged the great mechanical links, ―Finally shall come the 
poet worthy that name, / The true son of God shall come singing his songs‖–messianic indeed as his 
arrival is oddly deferred.  In the final vision, the poet urges his soul, metaphorical mariner, to cast aside 
the things of earth (―trees‖ and ―brutes‖) and sail beyond the horizon in pursuit of ―sun, moon, and all you 
stars.‖ 
 

LECTURE 6: Manifest Destiny: At What Price? 
  
“Starting from Paumanok” (1867)  

In Sections 17-18, clear claims to white superiority join with the call for expansion and progress typical of 
the post-war Whitman. ―Red aborigines‖ must leave the way open to  ―A new race dominating previous 
ones and grander far, with new contests, / New politics, new literatures and religions, new inventions and 
arts.‖  

“Song of the Redwood-Tree” (1873) 

The spirit of the Redwood embraces self-sacrifice for the sake of western expansion. 

Howard Nelson, in the introduction to Earth, My Likeness: Nature Poems of Walt Whitman, ascribes to 
―Song of the Redwood-Tree‖ ―some of Whitman‘s least compelling writing, rhetorical in the weak sense, 
with a pure dose of 19th Century boosterism of modern progress that should make 21st Century readers 
wince‖ (5). 
 
Whitman immediately distinguishes the voice of the personified tree from his own.  With no qualms about 
indulging in the pathetic fallacy, he ―mak[es] clear separations between human beings and nonhuman 
nature. This calculated rhetorical risk has definite political consequences. . . . . Any attempt to figure the 
world in human terms invites the kind of human-centered understanding of existence that can lead to the 
unwise or immoral treatment of the nonhuman. . . . Ecology might suggest that [personification allows for] 
. . . the kind of hubris that urges people to overtax an environment with their desire to remake the world 
according to their own desires . . .‖ (Killingsworth). 

The tree sings its ―death-chant‖ in willing surrender to Manifest Destiny:  

Nor yield we mournfully, majestic brothers,   
We who have grandly fill’d our time;   
With Nature’s calm content, and tacit, huge delight,   

We welcome what we wrought for through the past,   
And leave the field for them.   

    
For them predicted long,   
For a superber race—they too to grandly fill their time,   
For them we abdicate—in them ourselves, ye forest kings! 

 
As the farewell song fades, the poet reenters to celebrate 
  

The flashing and golden pageant of California, 
The sudden and gorgeous drama, the sunny and ample lands, 
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The long and varied stretch from Puget sound to Colorado south, 
Lands bathed in sweeter, rarer, healthier air, valleys and mountain cliffs, 
The fields of Nature long prepared and fallow, the silent, cyclic chemistry, 
The slow and steady ages plodding, the unoccupied surface ripening, the rich ores forming 
 beneath;  
At last the New arriving, assuming, taking possession, 
A swarming and busy race settling and organizing everywhere, 
Ships coming in from the whole round world, and going out to the whole world, 
To India and China and Australia and the thousand island paradises of the Pacific, 
Populous cities, the latest inventions, the steamers on the rivers, the railroads, with many a thrifty 
 farm, with machinery,  
And wool and wheat and the grape, and diggings of yellow gold. 
  

Whatever the Redwood‘s occasional melancholy or the poet‘s hint at doubt in the description of the 
―swarming and busy race,‖ references to a ―new society at last‖ suggest ―the darker side of Manifest 
Destiny‖ (Killingsworth) and the ―racist logic that at the time . . . was used to uproot indigenous peoples 
from their land‖  for the benefit of white settlers.  ―What amounted to the systematic extermination of tribal 
life during this era gives the celebration of ‗the new culminating man‘ . . . a chilling note.‖  
 

“From Far Dakota’s Cañons” (1876) 
 
In Whitman‘s paean to a dubious heroism, ―wild ravine‖ and ―dusky Sioux‖ surround the dying Custer at 
Little Bighorn, a dual menace to the expansion of western frontiers. The racist element in the ―fatal 
environment‖ is undeniable. 

 

LECTURE 7: Old Age and Reconciliation 
 
If Whitman betrays Earth, as it were, in the poetry of 1870s, if he renders it ―a dead thing to be exploited . 
. ., a dead resource base for the use of pioneering people‖ (Killingsworth), in his last decade he seeks 
communion once more, returning almost nostalgically to the Nature of Wordsworth and Emerson. 

“To the Sun-set Breeze” (1890) 

Imprisoned indoors in summer, ―old, alone, sick, weak-down, melted-worn with sweat,‖  the poet is 
startled by a sudden gust that revives his powers of memory and imagination.  Blessed by visions of 
places now beyond his ken, he apostrophizes the wind and accepts (at least for the momen), his 
mortality.  

I feel the prairies vast—I feel the mighty northern lakes, 
I feel the ocean and the forest—somehow I feel the globe itself swift-swimming in space; 
Thou blown from lips so loved, now gone—haply from endless store, God-sent, 
(For thou are spiritual, Godly, most of all known to my sense,) 
Minister to speak to me, here and now, what word has never told, and cannot tell. 

 
 

 


