


ISBN 7-5600-4567-7

2

97787560"04567

>




RXXFLE

The
Columbia History -

of American Poet;y

SHE X @i R
Jay Parini
Brett C. Millier

HERFSHR LR
FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING AND RESEARCH PRESS

BREEX$H M4
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY PRESS



FALET: 01 -2004 — 1541

THE COLUMBIA HISTORY OF AMERICAN POETRY by Jay Parini

Copyright © 1993 by Columbia University Press

This English reprint edition published by arrangement with Columbia University Press
For sales in the Mainland of China only

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

F-HER % H (CIP) Kiiig

FHE HL 36 Re A e A B JE (Parini, J.) 4. —dbE SAMEB ¥ SR H
Mt ,2004. 11

(PEEILFELE)

ISBN 7 - 5600 — 4567 — 7
I. & .- 0O ¥Fke—RE—XEX N. 1712.072
o [ hi A P 4548 CIP 3088 4% 7 (2004) 55 116309 &

H R A: X

mBEf%E: g i

HE&SE: HE XK

Hmgit: 439

HARE1T: SMEHCF ST AL

# b JEETTFEE=ERALEE 19 B (100089)
t: http: //www. fltrp. com

Rl : JtESMERE KFER]

: 650x980 1/16

: 58.5

:20054F 1 HE LR 2005 4E 1 A% 1 REIRI
ISBN 7 — 5600 — 4567 —7

: 79.90 7

A EVR BT R B RIRS R AR A A e

T ERs s 2L RE)
RBLER B 2 3R LIS (010)88817519

FREFOHDE
* S SR B



~ B TEEIFKE / & 1 /
KEXEXR L ? o

BOERBINEHF SRR LB ERIAEHSIFHHEARF - HE
Jé (Jay Parini) 44 B BF 4 H Y2 2 H 77 8K & ) (The Columbia History
of American Poetry,1993), X RENHFR X EIC¥, 7R FFRKI ¥
FROREF. ENEHABGRBREXRREX L UHHEEET —FE
BEWSER, WHEXEFRELE . BLESHELXRET - S
B . (FREEXREFREIRRRE - R 2% (Emory Elliott)
FHAOCEE LI E W /DS ) (The Columbia History of the Ameri-
can Novel, 199D WIHEKE, h BERE - R RS T HAO(CFRLT
% E X% ¥ Y(Columbia Literary History of the United States,1988)
MR, X=BEEHFLRMMELAME, AEEXRALWELX.

MALRTE REHH B MR, X EFRAE R B E 400 4. E40A
BRERE -HELSEY. ZHEE - £, BRP . UKH - @2
FOBKE. BT, TS UMK, BE, E¥L - HTHEUN. R
BE - R®EE - BRNSH MY EEFREINEZAARFARBE
HEXHEBT OHELM 20 HEXELHA. REPEXFANEZHER
ARAREY. IRBRTEHAN@GES, XERSHHEL. AXE
PRATETLAFES], 20 42 60 FRARBRIIZHUBAR TR
BHMBHALREO LR ENES), FARBRRELEHFKE.
RATMIE, B A% - 7 K 8 (Robert E. Spiller) 2 A £ 4 ¢ EH IR L
XE X% % Y (Literary History of The United States, 1946 4E¥] bR ,
1963 4ESE 3 BOEHR 1511 MWEE P RAE - M —“EBRIE5%”
O F)— R MR BDNB R L 5%, BIHE—F LR B
“H3 19 HEREAAFFFRIBEE LM A ST, £ KT HSE
RENEEAREEAERERFNOGERXRCENETNNER
X, BIEEEZRENETT, BECRTHMNNALEE, R
BEREEEL TFHAE, BREAAALEHERITHMBREBMLHY




2. ~REXFAHE
N

SR B IR KR AR S CEEREEETHMET
L. ZXFEEMEFHELEENEERAY BEFTOREENR.
ENHEEERBAEAER S, T HFRB A Negroes, I14MFEHR A
FRB AR Negroes 19iE, AR X ATHMEBEFMBEN, H v B71HE BE 2
4%, MAEXE ANAKMBIT N American blacks (£ EH B A) R H Afro-
Americans (FEHFEE A . HP 20 it 80 FRARB IR HFL LT E
B SC2E R 90 FER B R 3L - {aF 4 A (Sacvan Bercovitch) 44 .
FEABR I N\ BRI £ B 0¥ % )(Cambridge History of Ameri-
can Literature) AR R TEW N ANERCFEMEFTRENE, HIEH
BB AR A G R R R E PR B iR RA(H R LT
EEFKED.

MEFEI KM FFRE, Sl L « 314 H (David Perkins) ¥ K %
BE(RAFIE YA History of Modern Poetry, 1976, 1987) M EE 44
2 - B » B74E 38 (Donald Barlow Stauffer) ZEH(EBHFHRA LA
Short History of American Poetry, 1974) {7 L& K&, (B LT
EEFFREIIAEAES, ERET . (BRAFREMCEEFEK
e IRBEFENELFRIIAZEFRRANLE. (FREEXE
HREVRFHOHSHINE, REATAXKYUBHEA:

L &H—3 3 A8V, h 3l NAMXMAMERNEERE, RiF
TRRHENE, MTASINENWERRHRITSEHE, hEEH
—BHRRET HE.

2. ARFABRERNFASBELMAE, NTRIETRRMRE, @
FHLAE BLERAMEEERREIEERARKEGRTES
HI1R BFIBF SR .

3. REWHKENGRBEFFE, FRENFRARWERN K ER
TE, XFEATUERENXEFKEETRAORIES.

4. FAHMEEFREMHL, ZHEEEREARENRFEFRAMI G
REARR—KFE, MET 20 HEXEERRFAKRSAUEKR
GG ae

5. ZBHEBRUN—RREXRELZ U XURE THRHEKITR. £MEEK
MXFEEREAGNERBEN BREEEEBRFRNENEL, HX
TMEGEERREN FBBRAFENRECEHRT L, UKD
EMMMWEABRBIYERHEE, LRENEE, LR



XEXEXE - 3
J

200 B4E, MHSCFE S BAT R 400 £, BRI EWIFRELN,
FEHFKELAREREELEWHINLEREXENRKE - EERN
BAR1612—1672) B M4 - B#HHA642— 1729 XFMFA. £H
HHRHEGERERMA2? AP - HERH“RMERRBAFK”
(Early African Ameican Poetry) ., “B5 3+ #” (The Poetry of the
Harlem Renaissance, R B ARKHH LR “BALZRFEAN
(The Black Arts Poets) #1“ + 2 % B A+ #K” (Native American Po-
etry) A EFAET HE . FRHXEFKMEEHNBERAFRLESE
HRFR—Ba. —BOEEXETHNRFREAELEBLBE®A
AFEANRI P BB 1 . 36 2% 80k 1E b 45 B 3 B IE = W K A0 B 18 A AR
. AP -HMBERATHEXMRRE, AT —/HEHN —“LiF
AFIBRALIR A % ” (Women Poets and the Emergence of Modern-
ism){EREE . EELHALEXZEFROZRFRAMEL T IR,

BEVRITWBRLYESTRRTERNANET. EHEEFREY
EGH, AP MERERBEERESHT K XFRE LRET /T E M
XA NGRS . MEFS—FHRE: “FREREXUHELRA
RELRAL, ShLEREFEDY, MEXEFABRSHRARER
KEE LU ARGRENXEXHMAS FIRBHERR.” £44XEH
RIBESTIEHRTRT, A - MEREMERNFREERIEE
TARR R B A TR E PS8 % 0 A BT B8 B s R A 2 E S Ak —
w5y, XIERMAREBRZ 4, HRIHFRLMES, RECEFE
ARZAL, B, BERTNRENWER/EHFEXEFRLE#E.

(MEHEXEXEL)BRCEHTUIA%REABBEAS
¥, 14N, BMERRERFEEATEERBEXROM
M. BERABABRBENTEEEN—MXEFTEM, EXREHE
REXFHHEIT. ARXEE L RM L ¥ FHBEEEEN
FEMEREREE. \BR(AHREXELIBRRA HFF, ML
R T, BT HBEER, BEAE - BA 1263 AR(FRLEXEE
XER). Hit, EMREHFERNFEGEREELAELBIT), THRY
EEBMH(HR L EZE X ¥ E)BEANEEEED. 2R B &

I R B REEREXE D EAR I ETNEN AT BEFHFLEXE AL
BEREAN EREEE".



4. ~RRXXFAE
\J

THWMERXMRSIATERRNFEREFZPEENRE, W
B—NMREKH B, 50 B A TR E M5, ERARAIEFER
HEXHERENRR. BERODEREFRE. MEHEEHREIKR
HELTH, SIHFHERTMAEHARE B FLRCHR LT XERFRSE R
HEN. ERRAZREGH P, BTN ELEREBNEPEFEE
EENMKHESH.

AR -MBRHAAKERAEFREXHE, SRR ER/E,
EFBRRFELGRI%EE, HRANEFRFRK. A5/, BTARE -
BHENEE. AR - FEIERSAE - BEHHOEIT. B
84 - 3P Wt 1% ) (Robert Frost: A Life, 199 ¥R B iLIzl
H 3¢ (Chicago Tribune Heartland Prize), T EHR(FHH L EXH
RS, REST CGEBXE A £ 3X %) (The Norton Book of
American Autobiography, 1999), FH AR LT XE X ¥ L H)EET
— P EF—“F A% - 3T H " (Robert Frost),

#ER
HFERFIIBEFR

_ e T EEERS / A /
XEXEXE L ? ad




Introduction

HE relationship between poetry and national culture is always
an intimate if troubled one, and to a large extent what Amer-
ican poets have accomplished as a whole is a measure of what

American culture itself has accomplished. One can track the evolution
of a national consciousness in the poems, as American poets, who begin
as English Metaphysical poets abroad, gradually test their own voices
and learn ways to absorb and embody the vision—the outer and inner
landscapes—that spread out before them.

As one might expect, the story of American poetry involves our
struggle as a people to achieve a national identity. “Nationalism,” says
an African character in a novel by Raymond Williams, “is in this sense
like class. To have it, and to feel it, is the only way to end it. If you fail
to claim it, or give it up too soon, you will merely be cheated, by other
classes and other nations.” In an essay called “Nationalism: Irony and
Commitment” (1990) Terry Eagleton notes that nationalism, like class,
inevitably involves an impossible irony. “It is sometimes forgotten,” he
writes, “that social class, for Karl Marx at least, is itself a form of alien-
ation, canceling the particularity of an individual life into collective
anonymity.” Marx separates himself from the usual liberal view here in
his notion that to undo this alienation one has to go, not around class,
but through it. The same might be said for nationalism: one must go
through it, not around it, grasping all forms of national feeling (includ-
ing alienation from the nation state or the national mood or ethos of a
particular time or region, as in the war protest poetry of the 1960s).
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The poet’s job in such a context of national self-realization has
always been to lay claim to a voice that reflects the genuineness and sep-
arateness of a particular culture. The poets seize the given day, giving a
“local habitation and a name” to what otherwise remains ineluctable—
ever more alien. While the ultimate goal, as Eagleton would argue, is
to go “through” to some point beyond nationalism, to create a poetry
reflecting not an “American” consciousness but something like a
“human” consciousness, we must still go through every stage of nation-
alism as a culture, feel each stage fully, in order to transcend them.

Adrienne Rich, one of our most essential contemporary poets, has
written about what she calls “the dream of a common language.” In her
terms this dream is deeply feminist, involving “women’s struggle to
name the world.” She says, movingly, that “a whole new poetry is
beginning here” in a poem called “Transcendental Etude.” Although
Rich might well object, I would generalize from these observations to
suggest that in fact the struggle of American poetry from the beginning
has been this dream of a common language, and that there has always
been in our best poets a sense that a “whole new poetry is beginning
here.”

The Columbia History of American Poetry offers a fresh testament to
this “whole new poetry.” While poets in this country have been far
removed from the most visible centers of political and even cultural
power, their poems have consistently taken the measure of the culture
as a whole. They have done so in remarkably different ways (although
one might argue that superficial differences of style are as not as impor-
tant as underlying drives and motives reflected in striking thematic
consistencies).

As a quick perusal of this text will suggest, the stylistic range of
Anmerican poetry is unusually broad. If anything, one hestitates even to
refer to “an American style in poetry.” A poet like Edward Taylor, for
instance, looks very like an English Metaphysical poet of the seven-
teenth century “gone native,” while many of our early African Ameri-
can poets seem to belong to the traditions of oral poetry that have roots
in a variety of West African tribal cultures. More recently one can hard-
ly imagine poets with styles as different as James Merrill and John Ash-
bery. Nevertheless, as so many of the chapters in this book suggest, the
wish to speak for the American people at large—for them and to
them—is always present in the American poet: a brave and bold
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assumption that underlies each visionary project as it unfolds from
Anne Bradstreet and Phyllis Wheatley to Adrienne Rich, Charles
Wright, and Mary Oliver.

The reader will find in this collection a rich variety of responses to
many different “traditions” of American poetry by some of our
strongest critics. These chapters are arranged chronologically, and rep-
resent what the editors consider important aspects of American poetry.
Nevertheless, each chapter should be taken as one critic’s point of view:
necessarily subjective, rooted in the critic’s position in the evolution of
the culture as a whole. The reader will discover a considerable variety of
critical methods in this “history.” The only thing we, as editors, have
consistently discouraged is obscurity of language and the excessive use
of critical jargon.

The achievement of two of our most well-known Puritan poets, Anne
Bradstreet and Edward Taylor, is examined by Frank Murphy. Brad-
street, he says, “wrote the best American poems on human love before the
middle of the nineteenth century.” He finds “an openness in her writing
that is directly related to her role as an understanding mother.” Edward
Taylor, her younger contemporary, was an Englishman who came to
America as a young man in the seventeenth century and remained an
English Metaphysical poet in temperament and style; his work recalls the
poetry of Donne, Herbert, Quarles, and others. Like many of the Meta-
physical poets, he was also a clergyman, serving a parish in the frontier
town of Westfield, Massachusetts, until his retirement in 1725, when he
wrote the last of his brilliant “Preparatory Meditations.”

What is interesting is how important these early American poets,
especially Bradstreet and Taylor, have been for twentieth-century poets.
John Berryman, in Homage to Mistress Bradstreet, acknowledges his debt
directly. Poets such as Sylvia Plath, Anne Sexton, Adrienne Rich, and
Anne Stevenson—each of whom in different ways has confronted the
issue of motherhood in her work—can also be seen to have learned a
great deal from their distant precursor. Poets as diverse as T. S. Eliot,
Allen Tate, Hart Crane, John Crowe Ransom, and Robert Lowell are
in debt to Edward Taylor—as Murphy suggests—for the style of med-
itative poetry that he brought to this continent from England and nat-
uralized in his own powerful way.

One of the chief tasks of criticism in the past decades has been the
recovery of lost traditions. Women and African Americans, in partic-
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ular, have been occluded, pushed to the margins, forgotten. The rea-
sons why this happened are complex and go beyond any simple for-
mulations involving patriarchy and racism, although these are certain-
ly the places to begin. North America was, first, a land of indigenous
people turned imperial colony. A whole native population was “erased”
in a collective act of genocide in which millions of native people suf-
fered and died. A further “colonization” took place when African slaves
were forceably brought to this country, and many more millions suf-
fered and died. Meanwhile, poets worked—at the center of the culture
and in the margins.

In her chapter on “Early African American Poetry” Carolivia Her-
ron performs an act of cultural archaeology, reaching into the margins
for the origins of what has become one of our strongest “traditions.”
More specifically, she locates the origins of contemporary African
American “polyphonic poetry” in the lyrics attached to “field hollers,
ring shouts, rudimentary work songs, and songs of familial entertain-
ment in the early colonies of the Americas—in the North, in the South,
and in the Caribbean.” She points to early African American lyric poets
such as Lucy Terry, Phyllis Wheatley, and Jupiter Hammon, and she
discusses several epics by African American poets, such as “The Sen-
tinel of Freedom” by John Sella Martin, an apocalyptic poem that
prophesies a “second coming after the United States is swept clean from
the corruption of slavery,” and Moses by Frances Ellen Watkins Harp-
er, a popular abolitionist poet who turns Moses into a mulatto who
“freely chooses to return to the aid of his enslaved people.” Moving
from Lucy Terry through Wheatley, Hammon, Paul Laurence Dunbar,
Frances Harper, and others, Herron notes: “The end of the immediate
political requirements of the Civil War gave African American poets
the freedom to write on all human themes: racism and flowers, wars and
love, lynching and childhood.”

At the center of American poetry has been the obsession with the
long poem: the poem equal in size, power, and scope to the growing
power of the nation state as a whole. John McWilliams and Lynn Keller
each took upon themselves the formidable task of confronting this
American obsession. McWilliams examines the work of epic poets such
as Joel Barlow, Timothy Dwight, Alfred Mitchell, and a dozen others,
moving right up through Stephen Vincent Benét’s once popular but
now rarely acknowledged narrative poem, John Browns Body, a poem
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that addresses one of the critical moments in the history of the aboli-
tionist movement. McWilliams wonders in the end if the “disappear-
ance of John Brown'’s Body from public view . . . suggests that a narrative
verse epic will lose its impact whenever a poet fabricates characters said
to embody cultural legend.”

Lynn Keller, in her answering chapter on the long poem in the twen-
tieth century, argues that the “long poem is a central—even obsessive—
form for twentieth-century American literature.” She demonstrates the
peculiarly “contestatory form” of the long poem in this century, looking
at the major Modernist attempts to create the long poem, such as
Pound’s Cantos and The Waste Land, as well as some lesser known but
no less powerful works, which include Melvin Tolson’s Harlem Gallery
and H.D.’s Helen in Egypt. Keller’s encyclopedic chapter takes the long
poem right up to the present, looking at contemporary long poems by
James Merrill, A. R. Ammons, and others; she locates “several charac-
teristics that typify the varied and experimental history of the twenti-
eth-century long poem: a liberating mixture of genres, an enlargement
beyond the postromantic lyric’s focus on a moment of subjective expe-
rience, and an accompanying exploration of social and historical mate-
rials, often in service to a fresh understanding of the self and its con-
struction.”

In the postcolonial era American poetry began to move in fresh
directions, as the urge to overthrow the English political yoke moved
from the literal cancellation of British imperial power to an attempt to
embody this freedom imaginatively in something like a separate nation-
al voice. William Cullen Bryant was probably our first national poet in
this sense; he published Thanatopsis and Other Poems in 1921, and it was
greatly prized by readers of poetry through the nineteenth and early
twentieth century as the first flowering of a distinctly American expres-
sion. One can still return to Bryant with pleasure, hearing in him the
first cadence of a truly national literature, one that would embody the
American voice in all its grainy particularity.

The same may be said for John Greenleaf Whittier. As Jeffrey Mey-
ers notes in his chapter on Edgar Allan Poe, “When Poe came to matu-
rity William Cullent Bryant and John Greenleaf Whittier were the
leading American poets.” It is interesting to note that Poe himself
turned away from them, preferring instead the English Romantic poets.
His Poems (1831) was an impressive volume for a young man (Poe was
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twenty-two at the time, and this was already his third collection). This
book signaled to the reading public an original genius, one who would
receive world acclaim, though Poe’s early verse does not have the mes-
merizing power of the poems included in The Raven and Other Poems
(1845). Ezra Pound, a founding father of Modernism, would eventual-
ly say that “no one who has tried to write like Poe . . . has done anything
good.” Nevertheless, the impact of Poe has lingered, as Meyers
observes: “His extensive influence on later writers has been quite out of
proportion to the extremely uneven quality of his hundred poems.” He
locates the source of Poe’s strength in his appeal to “basic feelings” and
his natural gravitation toward “universal themes common to everyone
in every language: dreams, love, loss; grief, mourning, alienation; terror
and insanity, disease and death.”

Poe was immensely popular in his own time, and he remains so. This
cannot be said for Henry Wadsworth Longellow, who became the most
widely admired poet of nineteenth-century America but whose work is
now infrequently read and rarely studied. Dana Gioia, however, makes
a compelling case here for Longfellow as the most talented of the Fire-
side poets, a group that includes Bryant, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and
James Russell Lowell. Gioia looks in particular at Longfellow’s narra-
tive poems: Evangeline (1847), The Song of Hiawatha (1855), The
Courtship of Miles Standish (1858), and Tales of a Wayside Inn
(1863-1873). “These were the poems that earned him a preeminent
position among his contemporaries,” Gioia writes. “They were also the
works most utterly rejected by Modernism.” Much of Gioia’s chapter is
concerned with the issue of Longfellow in the postmodern age, con-
cluding that the task for American poetry is “not to reject Modernism,
which was our poetry’s greatest period, but to correct its blindspots and
biases.” Furthermore, he argues, a “reevaluation of Longfellow will be
an important part of this enterprise.”

For modern and postmodern poets Ralph Waldo Emerson and
Walt Whitman might be considered the most profoundly generative
voices. As poet, this is more true of Whitman than Emerson, yet
Emerson has probably had more influence on American thinking in
general than anyone else. In an essay called “Emerson: The American
Religion” (published in a collection called Agon: Towards a Theory of
Revisionism in 1982), Harold Bloom makes the case for Emerson’s

priority:



Introduction xii1

The lengthened shadow of our American culture is Emerson’s, and Emerson
indeed saw everything in everything, and spoke with the tongue of a daemon.
His truest achievement was to invent the American religion. . . . Starting from
Emerson we came to where we are, and from that impasse, Wthh he prophe-
sied, we will go by a path that most likely he marked out also. The mind of
Emerson is the mind of America.

This “American religion” is self-reliance, not in any common sense
but as reliance on the alien God within us. Bloom writes: “Se/f-reliance

. is the religion that celebrates and reveres what in the self is before
the Creation, a whatness which from the perspective of religious
orthodoxy can only be the primal Abyss.” In his chapter on Emerson
and other poets of the Transcendental movement Lawrence Buell
examines Emerson’s major poems carefully in relation to the gnostic
urge toward self-definition in the face of the abyss that Bloom cites.
“More often than not,” says Buell, “the development of the subjective
mood in Transcendentalist poetry expresses loss or lack of self-inte-
gration.”

That vulnerability, for instance, is expressed in “Days,” one of Emer-
son’s finest poems:

Daughters of Time, the hypocritic Days,
Muffled and dumb like barefoot dervishes,
And marching single in an endless file,
Bring diadems and fagots in their hands.

To each they offer gifts after his will,

Bread, kingdoms, stars, and sky that holds them all.
I, in my pleached garden, watched the pomp,
Forget my morning wishes, hastily

Took a few herbs and apples, and the Day
Turned and departed silent. I, too late,
Under her solemn fillet saw the scorn.

This memorable poem reenacts the Blakean myth of the fall into
individuality, and thus frames what begins to emerge in Emerson as
a central conflict in American poetry: the self versus the abyss, a
dialectic later characterized explicitly by Edward Arlington Robin-
son in his poem “Man Against the Sky” and by Wallace Stevens in
his “Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction,” where he writes: “Soldier,
there is a war between the mind / And sky, between thought and day
and night.”
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Late in life, in the winter of 1866 Emerson noted in his journal that
“for every seeing soul there are two absorbing facts,—1I and the Abyss.”
But his poetry from the first was a formal meditation on this crucial
dialectic, and the work of fellow Transcendentalist poets such as
William Ellery Channing, Christopher Pearse Cranch, and Jones
Very continues the Emersonian project of working through this
dialectic. For the most part, as Buell notes, the Transcendentalists
preferred tight poetic forms, a sense of what he calls “liberty-within-
restraint,” and he cites their influence on such later poets as Robin-
son, Frost, Bishop, and Wilbur. In a startling conclusion Buell sug-
gests 2 major revision of our notion of American poesis. He would
review the whole of American poetry in the light of what he calls “a
transatlantic Anglophone community almost as interlinked in the
nineteenth century as in the High Modernist era.” In his narrative of
American poetic development he eschews “the autochthonous myth
of American poetic history that winds up dancing around a selective
version of Whitman, fathered perhaps by an even more selective ver-
sion of Emerson.” Transcendentalist poetry must not, Buell suggest,
merely be seen as a “proto-Whitmanian artifact.” In effect, Transcen-
dentalism becomes part and parcel of the larger movement from Puri-
tan meditative poetry to Frost, Moore, Bishop, and many of our best
contemporary poets.

Even a cursory reading of the chapters gathered in this Columbia
History will reveal the centrality of Whitman, who has been and
remains our most influential poet. We must all, as poets and readers of
poetry, “make a pact,” as Pound says, with Whitman, and many books
have been written about the attempts by some of our best poets to come
to terms with Whitman’s expansive visionary challenge to posterity.
Listen, for a moment, to Whitman’s unmistakable voice:

As Adam early in the morning

Walking forth from the bower refresh’d with sleep,

Behold me where I pass, hear my voice, approach,

Touch me, touch the palm of your hand to my body as I pass,
Be not afraid of my body.

This poem leads directly to the solitary singer by the sea in Wallace
Stevens’ majestic “Idea of Order at Key West” via Hart Crane’s invoca-
tion of Whitman in the “Cape Hatteras” section of The Bridge, where
he writes:
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O Walt!'—Ascensions of thee hover in me now
As thou at junctions elegiac, there, of speed,
With vast eternity, dost wield the rebound seed!

Likewise, Theodore Roethke, in 2 moment of crisis in a late poem, calls
out with piercing directness: “Be with me, Whitman, maker of cata-
logues!” More recently,one hears the Whitmanian note vividly reborn
in Mary Oliver’s astonishing “When Death Comes,” where she con-
siders what it will be like when one has stepped through the door of life
into the eternal night of death:

I want to step through the door full of curiosity, wondering:
what is it going to be like, that cottage of darkness?

And therefore 1 look upon everything

as a brotherhood and a sisterhood,

and I look upon time as no more than an idea,
and I consider eternity as another possibility,

and I think of each life as a flower, as common

as a field daisy, as singular,

and each name a comfortable music in the mouth,
tending, as all music does, toward silence,

and each body a lion of courage, and something
precious to the earth.

One can hardly imagine our debt, as a culture, to Walt Whitman, who
was able to summon a vision as defiantly idiosyncratic yet as thoroughly
central and representative as any in the history of our poetry. He did it in
Leaves of Grass, his lifetime project, which is discussed and alluded to by
a dozen different critics in this book. And Whitman is the primary focus
of Donald E. Pease’s chapter, which surveys the whole of this poet’s
career, moving chronologically through the major poems of Leaves of
Grass. Pease begins with Ezra Pound’s famous homage to Whitman
called “A Pact.” In this poem Pound recognizes Whitman as the true
father of American poetry, the poet who broke new ground and found a
voice equal to the vast new continent that it celebrated. Pease sees Whit-
man as a radical democrat whose inclusive vision of an American future
repositions the Emersonian dialectic as not just self versus the abyss but
included versus excluded figures. He identifies the Whitmanian project as
one that cleverly absorbs, even appropriates, the reader in an ongoing and



