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Solitude: An Early Whitman Imitation

eaDERS of Horace Traubel’s volumes of reminiscences of

Walt Whitman® may remember the passage in which Walt

relates the contents of a rather surprising letter he had just

received from his good friend William 5. Kennedy, who had
recently been browsing in the Harvard College Library. The date 1s
18 Decernber 1888:

By the way, Kennedy writes an interesting letter. He says he has hit upon a
poem there in the Harvard Library —a poem on Solitude — bound — purport-
ing to be ‘by Walt Whitman’: so jt rcads: Kennedy says he locked into it
wmc—exqmmed purtiom—fclt it Was not me — was’ suspmlous of it: he
quoted a few lines, the two or so at the stert. Of course it's ridiculous — not
mine: morbid, unhcalthy not ill done — not, however, done my way. Strange-
ly, Kennedy says it was sent there by Lowell —1was so speaﬁed James Russell
Lowecll, 1860.2

The ‘poem on Selitude’ has lain hidden among the volumes of the
College Library these many ycars, with apparently no further note
of its existence taken untul now.® It proves to be a sixteen-page stapled
booklet, thirteen by ten centimeters in size, bearing the front half of a
dark purple glazed paper wrapper. The whole 1s now bound in card-
board. There is no ascription of authorship and no title-page, the text
of the poem beginning on the first of the sixteen pages that make up the
signature. On the first page, as Kennedy reported (see Plate I), there is
the notation, ‘1860, Sept. 26, Gift of Prof. James R. Lowell, Class of

YWith Walt Whitnian in Casnden, 3 vols. (Boston, etc,, 1906-14). A fourth
Traubel volume, editcd by Sculley Bradley, recently appeared (Philadelphia, 1953).

The author wishes ta acknowledge with graritude the very considerable assist-
ance rendered him in the preparation of this paper by Eleanor Bates, William
Bentinck-Smith, Jacob Blanck, G. W. Cottrell, Jr, Kimball C. Elkins, Roberr H.
Haynes, and Rollo G. Silver.

P With ¥Walt Whitman in Cawnden, 1M, 325.

*In one of his footnote comments in Clara Barrus' W hitznan and Burroughs,
Cosnrades (Boston, 1931), Clifton J. Furness alindes (p. 265) to Kennedy's letter,
and guotcs from it (it appears) the two opening lines of Sofitude. His reading of
‘man’ for ‘men’ in the first line suggests he did not quote from the poem itself.
Kennedy’s letter, in the Bucke collection when Furness saw it, was offered for
sale by the Rains Galleries, New York, 26 March 1936, All efforts to discover its
present location, or the location of Whitian's reply, have been unsuccessful.
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214 Harvard Library Bullerin

1838.” The hand may be identificd as that of Caroline Louisa Sawyer,
one of the first women ever to be employed by the Harvard Library.*

Although there is nothing save internal evidence to relate the hook
to Whitman now, it was plainly ascribed to Whitman when Kennedy
saw it; indeed, one can still make out on the purplc cover the impres-
sion of a shelf number that, in 1888 as well as today, would placc the
book among the Whitman titles. Since there can be discovered no
correspondence regarding the pamphlet ar the time of its accession,
either among Lowell letters or clsewhere, one can only assumc that it
was placed among the Whitman items (quite possibly on the authority
of the Librarian) because of its apparent similarity in style and line
structure to Leqves of Grass. This appears to be all the more likely
since a copy of the Thayer and Eldridge cdition of Leaves, Boston,
1860-61, was presented to the library by Lowell at the same time as
Solitude. As a matter of face, the titles of these two books arc cntered
in succession in Records of Books Received, Volume 13, in the Har-
vard Archives, Walt Whitman’s name appearing in brackets as the
presumptive author of Selitude. Though the writing is again Miss
Sawyer’s, she can hardly have been responsible for the attribution.

After learning Whitman’s reaction to his discovery, Kennedy ad-
dressed the following Ictter, dated from Belmont, Massachusetts, 19
Dccember 1888, to Justin Winsor, then the Librarian:

. Dear Sir:

L notice that you have (in the library) credited to Walt Whitman a “poem”
called “Solicude.” T instantly stamped it as an imitation when [ read it, for I have
seen & carcfully sndied 4/ of the Editions of Mr Whitman’s pocms, & am
thoroughly familiar with everything he bas written. To make surc, however,
I wrote to him. His answer is as follows: . . . “No. 1 have no recollection of
any “Solitude” ~— have no doubt it is a total invention, — not to use the word
FRAUD, wh, is perfectly proper. (My relations with Lowell were never at all
intimate.) There are a good many such [frauds] — it might be worth while to
scamp them peremprorily in foture” | .,

Yrs sincerely

W, S. Kenncdy f

‘John L, Sibley, the Librarian, noted in his Harvard Library Journal (Har-
vard University Archives): ‘April 1, 1859 Began to employ female help in the
Libtary, Miss Caroline L.ovisa & Miss Ellen Maria, daughters of the late Samuel
Sawyer, M.D., of Cambridge (Class 1827) began copying lists of books to be
bought, which have been brought in by Professars. Compensation six cents per
hour for the present.’

*ALs. tipped in at back cover of Solirude. Brackets and ellipses appear in the
original.
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Solitude: An Early W hitman Imitation 215

Mr Winsor apparently took Whitman's disavowal at face value, and
had Solitude shelved among anonymous American poems. Though
one may find 1t well to weigh with care any statement which Whitman
made about himself, close cxamination of the poem reveals no reason
to supposc that Walc was practicing 2 deception — rejecting, perhaps,
some of his early cxperimental verses. Solitwde is, in form and vocabu-
lary and subject matter, quite unlike Whitman’s werk prior to 1853,
as 1t 15, fundamentally, unlike Leaves of Grass itself,

But if we are confident that the poem is not Whitman’s, then whose
is it? Unfortunately, all that can be offered is speculation and the
somewhat ncgative results of rescarch. The National Union Cata-
log of the Library of Congress records no other copy of Solitude,
and all efforts that I have made to discover another have failed.” The
poor quality of the inking, together with the extreme carelessncss of
the proofreading (the apostrophe is used in the possessive case only by
exception), suggests that the pamphlet is the rather hasty product of
some amatenr author-prineer (see Plates T and II). Hec may, or may
nat, have been from the Boston area. The purple sheets in which his
pocm was wrapped, howcver, are apparently identical with the paper
uscd in 18471 by Samuel N. Dickinson, printer and type founder at 52
Washington Street, Boston, to cover a pocket catalogue of his wares.
And the type face of Selitnde corresponds in style (though it is smaller
in size) to the example of Scotch Small Pica No. 2 presented by the
same Samuel Dickinson in onc of his type specimen books.® After

*Sce, for example, Emory Holloway, The Uncollected Poetry and Prose of
Walt Whitingn, 2 vols, (INew York, 1932).

" Inquirics have been directed ta (among others) the New York Public Library,
the Boston Public Library, the Ilarris Collection of American Poetry at Brown
University, the Aherncthy Library ar Middlebury College, and the Henry E,
Huatington Library at Sao Marino, California; and the published catalogues of
other libraries (including the British Museum) have been consulted. No answer
has been evoked by a query published some months ago in the New Fork Times.
None of the candidates proposed to me by colleagucs and other interested friends
appeared to satisfy the various requirements for authorship, though among them
were such exciting possibilities as Sarah Helen Whinman, William Winter, Au-
gustine Doganne, Ada Tsaacs Menken, Samucl Warren, and Martin T, Tupper.

*Samuel N, Dickinson, Hand-Boeok Specimnen of Printing Type, Cuts, Orna-
nients, etc. (Boston, 1847), in the collection of William Bentinck-Smith deposited
in the Harvard College Library. The identification of Dickinsan as the possible
founder of the type used in Selitnde was made by Mr Bentinck-Smith after ex-
aminimg a wide variety of specitmen books of the period. In his pocket catalogue,
Dickinson offers for sale ‘A great variety of rancy papeks, of different colors,
with and without polished surface.’
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Dickinson’s death, in 1848 Phclps & Dalton, advertising themselves in
the Boston Almanac for 1860 as ‘proprietors of the Dickinson Type
Foundry,” asserted that ‘“The Harp METAL Scotch-cut Letter, pecudiar
to this Foundry, is constantly gaining favor with Printers and Pub-
lishers.” It seems quite possible, then, though the cvidence s by no
means conclusive, that Sefitrde was printed from Dickinson type. One
may almost imagine some ambitious young man, perhaps a helper in
a Boston printing housc supplied by Dickinson’s succcssors, working
hastily and surreptitiously, and long after closing hours, to compose
and run off Ais ‘Leaves of Grass” Onc may say of this putative Bos-
tonian, at least, that if his poem is inferior to that other poem ‘By a
Bostonian,” Poc’s Tamerlane, it has none the less the distinction of
being an even scarcer volume.

~ It may also be said that with the author’s youth went a romantic
disposition and an interest in the writings of Wordsworth, Emerson,
and, of course, Whitman. Though ‘solitudc’ is a common encugh
word in Romantic poetry, it seems at least possiblc that it was Words-
worth who gave him, in addition to a certain amount of inspiration,
the title for his poem.” ‘Pocms true to nature,” writcs the poct of

Solitnde,

are not written under the
branches of trees; wpon the tops of moun-
tains; by the side of brovks,

But in the quict and loneliness of the poets
chamber,

And the songs of the birds; the shivering of
leaves; the running of rills, and the ¢cho
of hills,

Must be brought through the winding passagcs
of memory, to the tribune-house of his
thoughts, and by him transfermed into
words, or they will be untruc.

One thinks, as our poet well might have, of Wordsworth and s
‘Daffodils’:

For oft, when on my couch I lic
Jo vacant or in pensive mood,
They flash upon that inward eye
Which is the bliss of solitude;

*Though it may be noted that in 1857 Emerson’s ‘Society and Solitude’ ap-
pearcd (unsigned) in the December Avlantic (1, 225-229).
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Solitude: An Early Whitsan initation 217

And then my heart with pleasure fills,
And dances with the daffedils,

Emerson’s influence 1s suggested at many places in Solitude, gen-
erally in its hints of pantheism and the idea of the Over-Soul, and

perhaps specifically 1n its stress upon the idea of self-reliance and the
need of cxpressing one’s own genius:

For I will bear you up to the skies,

And my love shall flow out to you as the rain
from the heavens,

But I must not live with you always, or I die.

Come then, my soul, [et us go home —

Shut the door on the world —

Here will we gird up our lives with ncw strength,

Here plant the seeds of new battles that shall be,

Here will we lic still and think— =~

Sacred to ourselves, my soul and I, shall be
written over the door-way,

Pass not over, unbidden, shell be stamped on the
threshold. '

Be ye Gods or Devils, come not here,

And you, ye swarms of men, begone, or I hate

you,
Emerson, it will be semembered, wrote 1n ‘Self-Reliance’:

. « . truth is handsomer than the affccration of love. Your goodness must have
some edge to it, — else it is none. The doctrine of hatred must be preached, as
the counteraction of the doctrine of love, when that pules and whines. 1 shun
father and mother and wife and brother when my genins calls me. I wywould
write on the lintels of the door-post, Whin 10

The date of the composition of Solitude may be placed with certi-
tude sometime berween 1848 (an allusion to ‘the gold of California’
gives the terainus a quo — sec Plate IF) and 1860, the year in which
Lowell presented it to Harvard. Bur unless we are prepared to as-
sumc that its author is some unknown and inglorious precursor of Whit-
mar -~ an assumption which the law of parsimony renders forbidding
— it seems reasonable to suppose that Saliznde appeared some time in
the five-year period following the first publication of Leaves of Grass.

Though at first glance it appears to be strikingly in the style of
Leaves (for it imitates closely a number of Whitman’s mannerisms,

¥ Works (Boston, 1886), 1, 53.
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cspecially his device of parallclism), close examination reveals that the
vocabulary is not characteristically Whitman’s, The recent comple-
tion of the concordance to Leaves of Grass'® enables us to say specif-
ically that Whitman ncver used any of the words of religious conno-
ration so characteristic of Solitwde — such words, for example, as
‘Madonna,’ ‘manna,’ ‘hosanna.” Nor was he ever guilty, as 1s the poct
of Solitude, of such infelicitics as ‘vistas of silence,” or ‘souls’ sancto-
rum,’ or ‘learn [for ‘teach’] you wisdom. Furthermore, there are
few places in the poem that in both 1dca and expression suggest at all
closely any lines from Leaves. “Whoever degrades another degrades
me,’ says Wale in ‘Song of Myselt,’
And whatever i1s done or said returns
at last to me.

1 speak the pass-word primeval, I
give the sign of democracy. . . 2

And the poct of Solitude, in one of his closest approaches to Whitman,
declares:

O! men and women, I love you;

I put out my hand to help you;

1 open my mouth to teach you;

I speak the great words that shall be counted
with pearls;

I clasp you to my bosom, and live myself out
into you; '

[ will make you love mic;

Or again (and it is probably the closest verbal parallel), the Emer-
sonian idea of ‘the eternal Oxe,’ which Whirman expresses in his line,

1 have the iden of all, and am all and believe
inal ... 1B

finds its expression in Solitude as:

1 am in all, and all in me.
Though alone, 1 am surrounded by innumerable

“Edwin H. Eby, A Concordance of Walt Whitnan's Leaves of Grass and
Selected Prose Writings, 4 fascicles (Scattle, 1949-53).

2 Phe Complete Wiitings of Walt W hitinan, ed. Richard M. Bucke and others
(New York, 1902), I, 62 (stanza 24, lines 7 ff.).

2 Complete Writings, cd. Bucke, p. 294 (*With Antecedents,’ stanza 2, line 9).
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Solitude: An Early Whitmnan lmitation 219

beings, yet they disturb not, for they are
me, -
Myself produced again and again.

And yet, cxercising the charity of Whitman, we must say that the
imitaticn, in both form and content, while not ill done, is not done his
way.

In addition to its interest as a mere curiosity of lirerature, there are
two reasons why Selitztde may claim our attention: it sheds a certain
amount of illumination vpon the uneasy relation between Whitman
and Lowell, and it appears to be the only imitation of his work,
serious or otherwise, that we know Whitman to have commented
upon.

Charles Eliot Norton™ pointed out to Lowell {who was in Dres-
den) the newly published Lesves of Grass, in a letrer dated 23 Sep-
tember 1855:

A new book called “Leaves of Grass™ has just come out which is worth know-
ing about. . . . There is lictle original thdught but much original cxpression
in it. There are some passages of most vigorous and vivid writing, some
superbly graphic description, great stretches of imagination,—and then pas-
sages of intolerable coarsencss, — not gross and licentious, but simply disgust-
ingly ccarse. The book is such, indeed, that one cannot leave it about for

chance readers, and would be sorry to know that any woman had looked into it
past the title-page. . , 1%

It was in reply to Norton’s letter that Lowell, still not having scen
Whitman’s work, damoed Leaves of Grass with the familiar words:
‘No, no, the kind of thing you describe won'’t do. When a man aims
at originality he acknowledges himself consciously unoriginal . . 7

Eight years later Lowell, if we may accept his avowal to the Rev-
erend William C. Gage, had not yet read the work that even Norton
believed deserved his attention.™ Mr Gage, it seems, had discovered
an especially licentious passage in Leaves of Grass which he wished to

* Himself the author of a serious imitation of Leaves of Grass. See Kenneth B.
Murdock, A Leaf of Grass fron: Shady i} (Cambridge, BMass., 1928).

% Letters of Charles Eliot Norton, ed. Sara Norton and M. A, DeWolfe Howe
(Boston, 1913 ), 1, 133.

" The Letters of James Russell Lowell, ed, C, E, Norten, and ed, (New York,
1904),1, 319,

" Despite the fact that as Editor of the Atlantic he had published Whitman’s
(unsigned) ‘Bardic Symhols’ in April 186e, and later was to publish (February
186g) ‘Proud Music of the Sea-Storm.’
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call to Professor Lowell’s attention; for not only had he read the pas-
sage In 4 copy of Lesves of Grass owned by the Harvard College Li-
brary — the volume bad been presented to the Library by Lowell
himself! Lowell’s reply to Gage’s Jetter reads:

When I was editing the “Atlantic Monthly,” T was in the habit of sending all
the new books which camic to me as cditor, to the College Library. I suppose
“Leaves of Grass” must have been one of them. It is a book I never looked into

farther than to satisfy myself that it was a solemn humbug. . . .
I am obliged to you, howcever, for calling my attention to a part of this hook
of which I knew nothing, and I will take care to keep it out of the way of the

students,8

We may not suppose that Lowell had read very much in either of
the “Whitman’ items which he had presented to the library. But some
defensc for his determined rejection of Whitman mighe rest in the
fact—3if it is a fact— that on onc occasion when he dipped into
Whitman and found him a ‘solemn humbug’ he was reading not the
poet but a rather prosaic imitator. Certainly, one cannot read far into
Solitnde today without forming rather severe critical judgments. And
if Lowell read the poem thinking it 2 new work by the author of
Leaves of Grass, oné could hardly blame him for having reservations
about the staturc of Whitman. This is not to say, of course, that
Lowell’s lack of respeet for Whitman had so minute a basis as this
miglit afford. As Whitman, who smartcd under Lowell’s studied in-
difference, remarked to Traubcel: ‘Lowell never cven tolerated me as
a man. Hec not only objected to my book; he objected to me.” *

Sofitude s certanly older than William Winter’s parody of Whit-
man, which first appeared in the New York Sazrrday Press, 20 Octo-
ber 1860, and which was called by its more recent editors ‘one of the
carliest imitations of Whitman.”* It is perhaps as old as “The Indica-
tions: After the Manner of Walt Whitman,” which was published in
Life Hliistrated on 6 June 185.°' More important, however, than the

® New Leiters of James Ruscell Lowell, ed. M. A. DeWolfe Howe (Boston,

1932), p. 115. The volume was the Thayer and Eldridge edition (Bostwn, 1860-61)
mentioned above,

*Horace Traubel, ‘Whitman on His Contemporaries,’” Awierican Mercury, 10
(July 1924}, 328; reprinted in Traubel, Wih Walt Whitman in Cawmden, cd.
Bradley, p. 74. '

®8ee Thommas O, Mabbott and Rollo G, Silver, “‘William YWinter's Serious
Parody of Walt Whitman,” Awerican Literaiure, V (March 1933), 63-66.

* Sce Whitman’s New York Dissected, ed. Emory Holloway and Ralph Adimari

(New York, 1936}, pp. 17~180.
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Solitude: An Early Wihitnzan Funiration 221

question of its priority is the fact, alrcady noted, that it is apparently
the only imitation of his poetry upon which we have Whitman's com-
ments. This Is surprising, for there had been many parodies published
before 1888, the year when Kenncdy brought Selitzde to Whitman’s
attenuion — parodies by such well-known names as Bayard Taylor,
Richard Grant White, Henry Cuyler Bunner, and Arthur Quiller-
Couch, and by a host of anonymous and pscudonymous writers.
Traubel rccords how genuinely moved Whitman was when he read
the opening lines of this imitation. As we have seen, Whitman felt
them to he ‘not i1l done — not, however, done my way.” And Traubel
continues with his account of Whitman's words on this occasion:

Kennedy asked if 1 had not something to say to him about it -— was it mine,
&c? You can easily imagine for yourself what I wrotc him. T sent Kennedy’s
letter to the Doctor {Dr R. M. Bucke] — it should have becn kepr for you to
sec. . . . It gives a fellow a queer feeling to find himself swirled inta the
atmosphere of a forgery on himself: wrenches him — makes him ask questions:
I have been wondering all day whether T am really myself or some one else.®

The more than three hundred lines of Seofitude are divided into two
nearly equal scctions, bearing the subtitles “Silence’ and ‘Noise.” The
running heads for thesc sections, however, “The Chamber’ and “The
Street,” more appropriately suggest the fundamental contrast which
the poet wishes to make — that between the renewing power of his
solitary room, where he may ‘sit and drink from all the fountains of
human wisdom,” and the cxhauvsting, though exciting, ‘ebb and flow
of the human tide’ from which he must withdraw himself, or die.
The heading at the beginning of the text is, curiously, ‘1 — Solitude’
(see Plate T), as if the poet had intcnded this to be but one section of
a larger work. A sclection from cach of the two divistons will scrve
to give some further conception of the nature of the poem.

This is my roosn, *tis hung round with picturcs;
Books stand on the pendent shelves,

Yet 1 am they, and they arc me.

{ am crowded into the pores of the wainscot,

“ Noteworthy among the latter is the unidentified ‘Sacrasmid,” who in 1860
contributed several Whitman parodies to the New York Saturday Press, One of
chese, ‘Autopatheia,’ is a serionus imitation, somewhat akin in spirit to Sofitude. Scc
Thomas O. Mabbaott and Rolla G, Sitver, A Chitd’s Renuniscence (Seactle, 1930),
p. 44; Heary S. Saunders, Parodies on Walt T hitsan (New York, 1923}; New
Terk Dissected, pp. 179185,

® Traubel, With Walt Wihitrnan in Cazrieden, 11, 325.
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The thoughts I have thought hang in stalactites
from the ceiling.

The chairs are stuffed with me, and the {foot-sion],

The tight grain of the table has taken me in,

And the spirit that has gone ont {rom me is hid
m the roses in the carpet.

Everything I have touched 'or handled has a part
of me,

The very air around me seems to know me, and
when the vapors escape through the win-
dows, I float up with them,

The books on the shelves are filled with me,

On every page you can see the prints of my foot-
steps, _

I have rolled myself in their leaves, and bathed
inn the sweet words by which others have

. told my thoughts.

The pictures on the wall all know me;

Their eyes are foll of life, and they ook inta
minc when I come into the room with a
kindly welcome,

And as 1 sit down and look into the christly eyes
of the Madonng, thrilling hosannas spring
from her silent Jips.

And the statues of St. Tohn and the Geniuscs
look down from their quiet comers, and
bid me wclcome.

This is the street;

The weird uncultivated street;

‘The rough, democratic street, where all men are
monarchs and people;

The great public salitude of the world, where all
men are strangers;

Here they come and go, and their coming is un~
known, and their going unnoticed.

Let us sit down where the tramp [of] human feet is
the londest;

Where the prints of human feer are the thickest.

Though we were 2 thousand, ne one would see us.

Other spirits than those of the chambcr, haunt
the street.

Here are no dumb wainscots and specchless
Madonnas;

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume VIII, Number 2 (Spring
1954)



Solitude: An Early W hirsnan Imitation 223

No statues of St. John or the Geniuses, bent
down upon us from quiet corners;

No spirits of ourselves come creeping out of the
sidewalk, or arc started from the pave, as
Wwe pass along.

Here it js, thac all men are merged into one, in
which no one sees the image of himself,

The crowd 15 as one man, and moves like a
mighty thing of life, each part to its place,
stopping not to ask or notice another,

Save as the hand notices the head or the foot,
when one strikes a beam, or the other
is batrered by a stone in the way'.

Here 1s na silence.

This is che solitude of noise.

Every stone in the pavement; the roll of the
carriage wheels, and the crack of the
drivers whip, are the tongues that chant
the songs of the noisy solitude.

Here the clash of human voices, and che click of
human heels is the alto in the anthem of
the street,

Sung into our ears, and beat into ovr lives, by the
innurnerable fingerers of the note board
of noisc,

Regarding the merits of Solitude it can be claimed, at least, that it
is rcadable, that it is & scrious attempt to reflect the thoughtful aspect
of Whitman’s work, and that in its atrempt it succecds in mirroring,
before they had been subjected to much study, several characteristics
of Whitman’s style. In addition, it appears to be the most sustained
imitation of Whitman that has ever been printed. Although appar-
ently Whitman knew very little of Solitude, its lines were sufficiently
in his vein to give him pause, indeed to make him question his own
identity. An imitator could hardly hope to achieve more.

(Grorce Prirce CLArk
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CORRIGENDUM
Vol. VIEl, No, 1 (Winter 1954)
- In the article cntitled “T'he Harvard Cellection of TTugo ven Hofmannsthal,”-
p. 61, the year of accession of the collecrion of printed works of Hofmannsrhal

presented by Mr Gilbere I1. Montaguc, "o, should rcad ‘1949, and not ‘1947
as printed.
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