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(1]
MR. WALT WHITMAN
1865

It has been a melancholy task to read this book;! and it is a still more
melancholy one to write about it. Perhaps since the day of Mr.
Tupper’s Philosophy there has been no more difficult reading of the
poetic sort. It exhibits the effort of an essentially prosaic mind to lift
itself, by a prolonged muscular strain, into poetry. Like hundreds of
other good patriots, during the last four years, Mr. Walt Whitman
has imagined that a certain amount of violent sympathy with the great
deeds and sufferings of our soldiers, and of admiration for our national
energy, together with a ready command of picturesque language, are
sufficient inspiration for a poet. If this were the case, we had been a
nation of poets. The constant developments of the war moved us
continually to strong fecling and to strong expression of it. But in
those cases in which these expressions were written out and printed
with all due regard to prosody, they failed to make poetry, as any one
may see by consulting now in cold blood the back volumes of the
Rebellion Record. Of course the city of Manhattan, as Mr. Whitman
delights to call it, when regiments poured through it in the first months
of the war, and its own sole god, to borrow the words of a real poet,
ceased for a while to be the millionaire, was a noble spectacle, and a
poetical statement to this effect is possible. Of course the tumult of a
battle is grand, the results of a battle tragic, and the untimely deaths of
young men a theme for elegies. But he is not a poet who merely
reiterates these plain facts ore rotundo. He only sings them worthily
who views them from a height. Every tragic event collects about it a
number of persons who delight to dwell upon its superficial points—
of minds which are bullied by the accidents of the affair. The temper of
such minds scems to us to be the reverse of the poetic temper; for the
poet, although he incidentally masters, grasps, and uses the superficial
traits of his theme, is really a poet only in so far as he extracts its latent
meaning and holds it up to common eyes. And yet from such minds
most of our war-verses have come, and Mr. Whitman’s utterances,
much as the assertion may surprise his friends, are in this respect no
cxception to general fashion. They are an exception, however, in that

L Drum-Taps, by Walt Whitman. New York, 1865.
I
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2 SELECTED LITERARY CRITICISM

they openly pretend to be something better; and this it is that makes
them melancholy reading. Mr. Whitman is very fond of blowing his
own trumpet, and he has made very explicit claims for his book.
“Shut not your doors,” he exclaims at the outset—

Shut not your doors to me, proud libraries,
For that which was lacking among you all, yet needed most,
I bring;
A book I have made for your dear sake, O soldiers,
And for you, O soul of man, and you, love of comrades;
The words of my book nothing, the life of it everything;
A book separate, not link’d with the rest, nor felt by the intellect;
But you will feel every word, O Libertad! arm’d Libertad!
It shall pass by the intellect to swim the sea, the air,
With joy with you, O soul of man.

These are great pretensions, but it seems to us that the following are
even greater:

From Paumanok starting, I fly like a bird,

Around and around to soar, to sing the idea of all;

To the north betaking myself, to sing there arctic songs,

To Kanada, 'till T absorb Kanada in myself—to Michigan then

To Wisconsin, Iowa, Minnesota, to sing their songs (they are
inimitable);

Then to Ohio and Indiana, to sing theirs—to Missouri and Kansas
and Arkansas, to sing theirs,

To Tennessee and Kentucky—to the Carolinas and Georgia, to
sing theirs,

To Texas, and so along up towards California, to roam accepted
everywhere;

To sing first (to the tap of the war-drum, if need be)

The idea of all—of the western world, one and inseparable,

And then the song of each member of these States.

Mr. Whitman’s primary purpose is to celebrate the greatness of our
armies; his secondary purpose is to celebrate the greatness of the city of
New York. He pursues these objects through a hundred pages of
matter which remind us irresistibly of the story of the college professor
who, on a venturesome youth’s bringing him a theme done in blank
verse, reminded him that it was not customary in writing prose to
begin each line with a capital. The frequent capitals are the only marks
of verse in Mr. Whitman’s writing. There is, fortunately, but one
attempt at thyme. We say fortunately, for if the inequality of Mr.
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MR. WALT WHITMAN 3

Whitman’s lines were self-registering, as it would be in the case of an
anticipated syllable at their close, the effect would be painful in the
extreme. As the case stands, each line starts off by itself, in resolute
independence of its companions, without a visible goal. But if Mr.
Whitman does not write verse, he does not write ordinary prose. The
reader has scen that liberty is “libertad”. In like manner, comrade is
“camerado”’; Americans are “Americanos”’; a pavement is a “‘trottoir”,
and Mr. Whitman himself is a “chansonnier”. If there is one thing
that Mr. Whitman is not, it is this, for Béranger was a chansonnier. To
appreciate the force of our conjunction, the reader should compare his
military lyrics with Mr. Whitman’s declamations. Our author’s
novelty, however, is not in his words, but in the form of his writing,
As we have said, it begins for all the world like verse and turns out to be
arrant prose. It is more like Mr. Tupper’s proverbs than anything we
have met. But what if, in form, it is prose? it may be asked. Very good
poetry has come out of prose before this. To this we would reply that
it must first have gone into it. Prose, in order to be good poetry, must
first be good prose. Asa general principle, we know of no circumstance
more likely to impugn a writer’s earnestness than the adoption of an
anomalous style. He must have something very original to say if none
of the old vehicles will carry his thoughts. Of course he may be
surprisingly original. Still, presumption is against him. If on examina-
tion the matter of his discourse proves very valuable, it justifies, or at
any rate excuses, his literary innovation.

But if, on the other hand, it is of a common quality, with nothing
new about it, but its manners, the public will judge the writer harshly.
The most that can be said of Mr. Whitman’s vaticinations is, that, cast
in a fluent and familiar manner, the average substance of them might
escape unchallenged. But we have seen that Mr. Whitman prides
himself especially on the substance—the life—of his poetry. It may be
rough, it may be grim, it may be clumsy—such we take to be the
author’s argument—Dbut it is sincere, it is sublime, it appeals to the soul
of man, it is the voice of a people. He tells us, in the lines quoted, that
the words of his book are nothing. To our perception they are every-
thing, and very little at that. A great deal of verse that is nothing but
words has, during the war, been sympathetically sighed over and cut
out of newspaper corners, because it has possessed a certain simple
melody. But Mr. Whitman’s verse, we are confident, would have
failed even of this triumph, for the simple reason that no triumph,
however small, is won but through the exercise of art, and that this
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volume is an offence against art. It is not enough to be grim and
rough and careless; common sense is also necessary, for it is by common
sense that we are judged. There exists in even the commonest minds,
in literary matters, a certain precise instinct of conservatism, which is
very shrewd in detecting wanton eccentricities. To this instinct Mr.
Whitman’s attitude seems monstrous. It is monstrous because it pre-
tends to persuade the soul while it slights the intellect ; because it pre-
tends to gratify the feclings while it outrages the taste. The point is
that it does this on theory, wilfully, consciously, arrogantly. It is the
little nursery game of “open your mouth and shut your eyes”. Our
hcarts are often touched through a compromise with the artistic sense,
but never in direct violation of it. Mr. Whitman sits down at the outset
and counts out the intelligence. This were indeed a wise precaution on
his part if the intelligence were only submissive! But when she is
deliberately insulted, she takes her revenge by simply standing erect
and open-cyed. This is assuredly the best she can do. And if she could
find a voice she would probably address Mr. Whitman as follows:
“You came to woo my sister, the human soul. Instead of giving me a
kick as you approach, you should either greet me courteously, or, at
least, steal in unobserved. But now you have me on your hands. Your
chances are poor. What the human heart desires above all is sincerity,
and you do not appear to me sincere. For a lover you talk entirely too
much about yourself. In one place you threaten to absorb Kanada.
In another you call upon the city of New York to incarnate you, as
you have incarnated it. In another you inform us that neither youth
pertains to you nor ‘delicatesse’, that you are awkward in the parlour,
that you do not dance, and that you have ncither bearing, beauty,
knowledge, nor fortune. In another place, by an allusion to your
‘little songs’, you seem to identify yourself with the third person of the
Trinity. For a poet who claims to sing ‘the idea of all’, this is tolerably
egotistical. We look in vain, however, through your book for a single
idea. We find nothing but flashy imitations of ideas. We find a medley
of cxtravagances and commonplaces. We find art, measure, grace,
sensc sneered at on every page, and nothing positive given us in their
stcad. To be positive onc must have something to say; to be positive
requires reason, labour, and art; and art requires, above all things, a
suppression of one’s self, a subordination of one’s self to an idea. This
will never do for you, whose plan is to adapt the scheme of the universe
to your own limitations. You cannot entertain and exhibit ideas; but,
as we have seen, you are prepared to incarnate them. It is for this
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reason, doubtless, that when once you have planted yourself squarely
before the public, and in view of the great service you have done to the
ideal, have become, as you say, ‘accepted everywhere’, you can afford
to deal exclusively in words. What would be bald nonsense and dreary
platitudes in any one else becomes sublimity in you. But all this is a
mistake. To become adopted as a national poet, it is not enough to
discard everything in particular and to accept everything in general,
to amass crudity upon crudity, to discharge the undigested contents ot
your blotting-book into the lap of the public. You must respect the
public which you address; for it has taste, if you have not. It delights
in the grand, the heroic, and the masculine; but it delights to sce these
conceptions cast into worthy form. It is indifferent to brute sublimity.
It will never do for you to thrust your hands into your pockets and
cry out that, as the research of form is an intolerable bore, the shortest
and most economical way for the public to embrace its idols—for the
nation to realize its genius—is in your own person. This democratic,
liberty-loving, American populace, this stern and war-tried people,
is a great civilizer. It is devoted to refinement. If it has sustained a
monstrous war, and practised human nature’s best in so many ways
for thelast five years, it is not to put up with spurious poetry afterwards.
To sing aright our battles and our glories it is not enough to have
served in a hospital (however praiseworthy the task in itself), to be
aggressively careless, inelegant, and ignorant, and to be constantly pre-
occupied with yourself. It is not enough to be rude, lugubrious, and
grim. You must also be serious. You must forget yourself in your
ideas. Your personal qualities—the vigour of your temperament, the
manly independence of your nature, the tenderness of your heart—
these facts are impertinent. You must be possessed, and you must strive
to possess your possession. If in your striving you break into divine
eloquence, then you are a poet. If the idea which possesses you is the
idea of your country’s greatness, then you are a national poet; and not
otherwise.”
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[2]
OUR MUTUAL FRIEND!
1865

OUR MUTUAL FRIEND is, to our perception, the poorest of Mr. Dickens
works. And it is poor with the poverty not of momentary embarrass-
ment, but of permanent exhaustion. It is wanting in inspiration. For
the last ten years it has seemed to us that Mr. Dickens has been un-
mistakably forcing himself. Bleak House was forced; Little Dorrit was
laboured; the present work is dug out as with a spade and pickaxe.
Of course—to anticipate the usual argument—who but Dickens could
have written it? Who, indeed? Who else would have established a lady
in business in a novel on the admirably solid basis of her always putting
on gloves and tying a handkerchief round her head in moments of
grief, and of her habitually addressing her family with “Peace! hold!”
It is needless to say that Mrs. Reginald Wilfer is first and last the
occasion of considerable true humour. When, after conducting her
daughter to Mrs. Boffin’s carriage, in sight of all the envious neigh-
bours, she is described as enjoying her triumph during the next quarter
of an hour by airing herself on the door-step “in a kind of splendidly
serene trance”, we laugh with as uncritical a laugh as could be desired
of us. We pay the same tribute to her assertions, as she narrates the
glories of the society she enjoyed at her father’s table, that she has
known as many as three copper-plate engravers exchanging the most
exquisite sallies and retorts there at one time. But when to these we
have added a dozen more happy examples of the humour which was
exhaled from every line of Mr. Dickens’s earlier writings, we shall
have closed the list of the merits of the work before us. To say that
the conduct of the story, with all its complications, betrays a long,
practised hand, is to pay no compliment worthy the author. If this
were, indeed, a compliment, we should be inclined to carry it further,
and congratulate him on his success in what we should call the manu-
facture of fiction; for in so doing we should express a feeling that has
attended us throughout the book. Seldom, we reflected, had we read
a book so intensely written, so little seen, known, or felt.

In all Mr. Dickens’s works the fantastic has been his great resource;
and while his fancy was lively and vigorous it accomplished great

1 Our Mutual Friend, by Charles Dickens. New York: Harper Brothers, 1865.
6
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OUR MUTUAL FRIEND 7

things. But the fantastic, when the fancy is dead, is a very poor business.
The movement of Mr. Dickens’s fancy in Mrs. Wilfer and Mr. Boffin
and Lady Tippins, and the Lammles and Miss Wren, and even in
Eugene Wrayburn, is, to our mind, a movement lifeless, forced,
mechanical. It is the letter of his old humour without the spirit. It
is hardly too much to say that every character here put before us is a
mere bundle of eccentricities, animated by no principle of nature
whatever. In former days there reigned in Mr. Dickens’s extravagances
a comparative consistency; they were exaggcrated statements of types
that really existed. We had, perhaps, never known a Newman Noggs
nor a Pecksniff, nor a Micawber; but we had known persons of whom
these figures were but the strictly logical consummation. But among
the grotesque creatures who occupy the pages before us, there is not
one whom we can refer to as an existing type. In all Mr. Dickens’s
stories, indeed, the reader has been called upon, and has willingly con-
sented, to accept a certain number of figures or creatures of pure
fancy, for this was the author’s poetry. He was, moreover, always
repaid for his concession by a peculiar beauty or power in these ex-
ceptional characters. But he is now expected to make the same con-
cession with a very inadequate reward. What do we get in return for
accepting Miss Jenny Wren as a possible person? This young lady is
the type of a certain class of characters of which Mr. Dickens has made
a speciality, and with which he has been accustomed to draw alternate
smiles and tears, according as he pressed one spring or another. But
this is very cheap merriment and very cheap pathos. Miss Jenny Wren
is a poor little dwarf, afflicted, as she constantly reiterates, with a “bad
back” and “queer legs”, who makes doll’s dresses, and is for ever
pricking at those with whom she converses, in the air, with her needle,
and assuring them that she knows their “tricks and their manners”.
Like all Mr. Dickens’s pathetic characters, she is a little monster; she is
deformed, unhealthy, unnatural; she belongs to the troop of hunch-
backs, imbeciles, and precocious children who have carried on the
sentimental business in all Mr. Dickens’s novels; the little Nells, the
Smikes, the Paul Dombeys.

Mr. Dickens goes as far out of the way for his wicked people as he
does for his good ones. Rogue Riderhood, indeed, in the present
story, is villainous with a sufficiently natural villainy; he belongs to
that quarter of society in which the author is most at his ease. But was
there ever such wickedness as that of the Lammles and Mr. Fledgeby?

Not that people have not been as mischievous as they; but was any
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one ever mischievous in that singular fashion? Did a couple of elegant
swindlers ever take such particular pains to be aggressively inhuman
—for we can find no other word for the gratuitous distortions to which
they are subjected. The word humanity strikes us as strangely dis-
cordant, in the midst of these pages; for, let us boldly declare it, there
is no humanity here. Humanity is nearer home than the Boffins, and
the Lammles, and the Wilfers, and the Veneerings. It is in what men
have in common with each other, and not in what they have in dis-
tinction. The people just named have nothing in common with each
other, except the fact that they have nothing in common with mankind
at large. What a world were this world if the world of Our Mutual
Friend were an honest reflection of it! But a community of eccentrics
is impossible. Rules alone are consistent with each other; exceptions
are inconsistent. Society is maintained by natural sense and natural
feeling. We cannot conceive a society in which these principles are
not in some manner represented. Where in these pages are the deposit-
aries of that intelligence without which the movement of life would
cease? Who represents nature? Accepting half of Mr. Dickens’s per-
sons as intentionally grotesque, where are those exemplars of sound
humanity who should afford us the proper measure of their companions’
variations? We ought not, in justice to the author, to seek them
among his weaker—that is, his mere conventional—characters; in John
Harmon, Lizzie Hexam, or Mortimer Lightwood; but we assuredly
cannot find them among his stronger—that is, his artificial creations.
Suppose we take Eugene Wrayburn and Bradley Headstone. They
occupy a half-way position between the habitual probable of nature
and the habitual impossible of Mr. Dickens. A large portion of the
story rests upon the enmity borne by Headstone to Wrayburn, both
being in love with the same woman. Wrayburn is a gentleman, and
Headstone is one of the people. Wrayburn is well-bred, careless,
elegant, sceptical, and idle: Headstone is a high-tempered, hard-work-
ing, ambitious young schoolmaster. There lay in the opposition of
these two characters a very good story. But the prime requisite was
that they should be characters: Mr. Dickens, according to his usual plan,
has made them simply figures, and between them the story that was
to be, the story that should have been, has evaporated. Wrayburn
lounges about with his hands in his pockets, smoking a cigar, and talk-
ing nonsense. Headstone strides about, clenching his fists and biting
his lips and grasping his stick. There is one scene in which Wrayburn
chaffs the schoolmaster with easy insolence, while the latter writhes
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impotently under his well-bred sarcasm. This scene is very clever, but
it is very insufficient. If the majority of readers were not so timid in
the use of words we should call it vulgar. By this we do not mean to
indicate the conventional impropriety of two gentlemen exchanging
lively personalitics; we mean to emphasize the essentially small char-
acter of these personalities. In other words, the moment, dramatically,
is great, while the author’s conception is weak. The friction of two
men, of two characters, of two passions, produces stronger sparks than
Wrayburn’s boyish repartecs and Headstone’s melodramatic common-
places. Such scenes as this are useful in fixing the limits of Mr.
Dickens’s insight. Insight is, perhaps, too strong a word; for we are
convinced that it is one of the chief conditions of his genius not to see
beneath the surface of things. If we might hazard a definition of his
literary character, we should accordingly, call him the greatest of
superficial novelists. We are aware that this definition confines him
to an inferior rank in the department of letters which he adorns; but we
accept this consequence of our proposition. It were, in our opinion,
an offence against humanity to place Mr. Dickens among the greatest
novelists. For, to repcat what we have already intimated, he has
created nothing but figure. He has added nothing to our understanding
of human character. He is master of but two alternatives: he recon-
ciles us to what is commonplace, and he reconciles us to what is odd.
The value of the former service is questionable; and the manner in
which Mr. Dickens performs it sometimes conveys a certain impression
of charlatanism. The value of the latter service is incontestable, and here
Mr. Dickens is an honest, an admirable artist. But what is the con-
dition of the truly great novelist? For him there are no alternatives,
for him there are no odditics, for him there is nothing outside of
humanity. He cannot shirk it; it imposes itself upon him. For him
alone, therefore, there is a true and a false; for him alone is it possible
to be right, because it is possible to be wrong. Mr. Dickens is a great
observer and a great humorist, but he is nothing of a philosopher.
Some people may hereupon say, so much the better; we say, so much
the worse. For a novelist very soon has need of a little philosophy.
In treating of Micawber, and Boffin, and Pickwick, et hoc genus omne,
he can, indeed, dispense with it, for this—we say it with all deference—
is not serious writing. But when he comes to tell the story of a passion,
a story like that of Headstone and Wrayburn, he becomes a moralist
as well as an artist. He must know man as well as men, and to know
man is to be a philosopher. The writer who knows men alone, if he
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has Mr. Dickens’s humour and fancy, will give us figures and pictures
for which we cannot be too grateful, for he will enlarge our knowledge
of the world. But when he introduces men and women whose in~
terest is preconceived to lie not in the poverty, the weakness, the
drollery of their natures, but in their complete and unconscious sub-
jection to ordinary and healthy human emotions, all his humour, all,
his fancy, will avail him nothing if, out of the fullness of his sympathy,
he is unable to prosecute those generalizations in which alone consists
the real greatness of a work of art. This may sound like very subtle
talk about a very simple matter; it is rather very simple talk about a
very subtle matter. A story based upon those elementary passions in
which alone we seek the true and final manifestation of character must
be told in a spirit of intellectual superiority to those passions. Thatis,
the author must understand what he is talking about. The perusal of
a story so told is one of the most elevating experiences within the reach
of the human mind. The perusal of a story which is not so told is
infinitely depressing and unprofitable.
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