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ABSTRACT

Leaves of Grass, the path breaking collection afnp®y by the great American poet,Walt Whitman, west f
published in 1855, comprising twelve poems. The Vigst poem, ‘Song of Myself’, encompasses thetjgsagsion of self

and life — both interrelated and inevitably a refilen of the other.

The present paper seeks to dwell upon Whitman'session of self in the poem, as he says, it is §Soh
Myself”....where he intends to “celebrate myself/amat | assume you shall assume/For every atom gilgrio me as
good belong to you”. Here Whitman concerns himgmifarily with his idea of the self, his identifiton of the self with
others, and finally his relationship with the elenseof nature and the universe. It is intriguingfital traces of Indian
philosophy in general, and specifically of the tgdag of the Bhagvad Gita, and at the same timeiritfisence of the

Western philosophy of Kant , and Hegel , and of Esme's Transcendentalism.

Primarily, the idea that seems to emerge is thdifself’ in amalgamation with every individuddat Whitman
describes in the poem. He seems to blend togdthkefotces of nature, and the American idea of deanyc Essentially,
one finds that the self is conceived as a spirieumity, which remains relatively permanent in dhbugh the changing
flux of ideas and experiences which constitutedsscious life. The self that emerges, then, caseprideas, experiences,

psychological states and spiritual insights.

The research paper would elucidate the varied hadsshades of self that emerge in different sestmmthe
poem, which finally ends with the epochal linesjehkhtruly crystallise the essence of the poem gtjleath myself to the

dirt to grow from the grass I love, /If you want mgain look for me under your boots.”
KEYWORDS: Self, Spirituality, Democracy, Philosophy
INTRODUCTION

Song of Myself, is the first of the collection efdlve poems, , that were published by Walt Whitrimabeaves of
Grass (1855).The newly published book , created ripjiethe traditional Segments of the society , fariitformality of
expression , its conversational style , and fremseve which was later in the twentieth century takena huge impact
through the Modernists, such as, Baudelaire, Rimihaand Ezra Pound, T.S Eliot and the like.But Aimerica , which
was still reeling under the influence of the Eurapenasters, and especially the British models, autéparture did not go
unnoticed.While it garnered criticism from the @dlox and traditional scholars, there were thodevatss like the famous
Transcendentalists , Ralph Waldo Emerson ,and BJoeho welcomed the poems published in the LeafeSrass as a

new voice that was truly American , embodying tlmeekican life in word and spirit.

Emerson’s appreciation of Whitman’s poems is waiting at this juncture.Malcolm Cowley cites Emearso

letter , in his Introduction to the book , Leavé<soass:
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I am not blind to the worth of the wonderful gift‘h.eaves of Grass”.l find it the most extraordingriece of wit
and wisdom that America has yet contributed...| gige joy of your free and brave thought. | have gjeg in it.l find
incomparable things said incomparably well, as timeist be...l greet you at the beginning of a careehich yet must
have had a long foreground somewhere , for sucharIsrubbed my eyes a little to see if this suathewere no

illusion;but the solid sense of the book is a saletainty.lt has the best merits , namely , ofifigng and encouraging.
(p.ix)

The present paper aims at citing and analysingdititemparable things said incomparably well”, espkyg with
reference to Song of Myself. The most outstandinglity that one finds permeating through the po@mthe collection
,Leaves of Grass, is the poets eye for detail ,ablievement lies in rendering even the most basi mundane of
experiences as subjects for poetry , partaking reaioespiritual import that borders on the philosgpof universal

brotherhood , and the American concept of democtatyindeed a journey that the poet undertakes;h
like Dante does in the Divine Comedy , recordirigla sites on the way , thereby giving

it a truly epic status and dimension so to say.Hiuee hero ofcourse is Whitman, who even publisheitture of

himself in the original edition of Leaves of Grakiss a portrait of the poet ,

“a bearded man in his middle thirties, slouchimger a wide-brimmed and high-crowned black feltthat has a
rakish slant...His right hand is resting nonchalamdty his hip;the left is hidden in the pocket of lsizarse woven
trousers...his shirt is thrown open at the collardeeal a burly neck...it is the portrait of a deviayncare American

working man, one who might be taken as a somewdeatized figure in almost any crowd”(p,2)

Song of Myself , is not a narcissistic , self catglatory account of the self, it is rather, a atwhtion’of each of
Whitman'’s experiences vis a vis his encounterscatbe streets of New York , not only the beaut#ntl the lovely , but
also the sordid and the ugly face of humanity aaine. Though democratic in spirit , the poem ighaat all concerned
with American nationalism, contemporary progress gther social themes.The “incomparable thingat ttmerson found
in it are philosophical and religious principles.ian presents himself as an dramatized or idehfigere , put forward

as a representative American man , but one wherséd loaf and invite his soul.

The poem, Song of Myself, consists of 52 chantslcm Cowley in his Introduction to Leaves of Grakas
given a very useful and appropriate structure ¢opibem by looking at it as a poem with 9 significeaquences.While the
eighth sequence is devoted primarily to mysticgleziences , one can find traces of it in most ef ¢hants.The poem
begins with the poets physical ‘self’, moves onhe identification of the self with nature and mamkthat he encounters
,and eventually in true Transcendentalist spirtnsg to blend and diffuse in thin air , with the ipise to return to each
visitor , in the form of grass under the boots.Sachapproach and vision is indeed renders Whitnsga gaint , a

visionary, a romantic , and even a philosopher.

The present paper attempts to locate this sen'sel&fthrough a close study of the poem, therebigding to fore
the ideas of personality , democracy , romantidgonobf brotherhood , mysticism and finally the plsibphy of “one

amongst many”, of grass being a blade yet impadimgppearance of universality.
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The poem begins with an invitation to the readifing it a sense of continuity , the reader of 1188 century or
the reader in the 2are all welcome to join him in a journey of sekpeoration. In the second section he promises the

comrade reader, that

Have you reckoned a thousand acres much? Haveeptonmed the earth much?.../Stop this day and migtht
me and you shall possess the origin of all poeras,Ahall possess the good of the earth and sune.drermillions of
suns left/You shall no longer take things at seconthird hand...nor look through the eyes of theddeaor feed on the
spectres in books/You shall not look through mysegi¢her, nor take things from me/You shall listerall sides and filter

them from yourself.(p.3)

The very first thing that Whitman offers to the deais self reliance , the virtue much talked ablmuEmerson |
his famous essay by the same title. Dependencehansois replaced by an ability to search for megsi, hidden in the
“thousand suns” and “earths”It imparts a certaingniade to the vision , to be able to see life @wdlution as a
continuum , and self as a significant part of tHeole.He is grateful to all , and welcomes anyon&advis hearty and
clean’, he is satisfied that he can ‘see, danaggh®ing’, and looks at any individual who spenrus night with him as
‘God’.

Chant 6 of the poem begins with a child’s query ‘&/Fs the grass”, and the poets response to thecém,
simple question, gives the reader an answer tpdlets self, and identity. Grass, he says, is tlag ‘6f my disposition”,
“handkerchief of the Lord”, “a child”, “a uniformiéroglyphic”, or the “beautiful uncut hair of gras’eThrough this
guestion , Whitman is able to capture the entimagaof human experiences , the black mother, hispofg, the dead
youg men and women,those who are dead , yet atiibe form of grass, “They are alive and well somese;/The
smallest sprout shows there is really no death” §dwtion ends with the optimism of Vedanta phildsopeven Greek and
Transcendental — that life does not wither permtyeiit rather transforms to something superiohithhan expresses this
idea in his unforgettable words, “All goes onwardi autward...and nothing collapses,/And to die ifedént from what
one supposed and luckier.”

One thus finds the idea of self, maturing from opbgsical self to something more essentially ursakrand
everlasting, immortal, he admits he is not “corgdirbetween my hat and boots”.His approach is motigiscribed by
choices and prejudices, but is rather all enconipgsnd egalitarian, he accepts boys, girls, mesmen, old and new,

‘lips that have smiled , and eyes that shed tean® all welcome to his spiritual self.

The poet seeks ecstasy through the senses of staste and eventually through touch and sex.Whithedieves
that everything emanates from the universal soud gince his own soul is of the same essence, médeatify himself

with every object and with every person living,dead , heroic or criminal .

With this the poem also acquires a sexual stancdeiiming the poets personality.Sex is another mofle
communion with men and women , the larger purpasegbthe same , the willingness to blur boundaties)lend and
create mutual connection of the life force , theisthat keeps the centre togrther.Like the Sufefs , Whitman sees his
lover as God, who would help him traverse the reafithe unknown , the great mystery of life anetgfife.In this respect
he defines himself in identification with othersed.Sexual unio is a figurative anticipation ofrgpal union.Whitman’s

ecstasy is both physical and spiritual , he devemgense of loving brotherhood with all mankindisitman , himself
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said of the poem, “Whoever touches this , touchesa’.
As Ezra Pound observes, in his essay , Walt Whitman

He is America. His crudity is an exceeding greahsh, but it is America. He is the hollow placetie rock that
echoes with his timeHe does “chant the crucial estagd he is the “voice triumphant”.He is disgusthhg is an

exceedingly nauseating pill, but he accomplishesrission. (Whitman p.4)

Despite his ‘crudity’, the ‘stench’, unorthodoxatment of self, life, poetry , and sexuality, ind&¥hitman is , as

Pound says, “He is America”.

From 42 chant onwards, the poem acquires a predommystical tone. “A call in the midst of the crdywy
own voice orotund sweeping and final”.The poet faimes that the society is full of injustice , bhat the reality beneath
it is deathless persons; that he accepts and geacdll religions , but also looks beyond them"What is untried and
afterward”, that he and his readers are producthefage , and also the offspring of the ages tabé finally that our
final goal is appointed: “God will be there and @l we come”, as he travels further , he makempanions , whom he
treats as his pupil, he assures that he is nobusigabout God, but sees the godly entity everywlarevery moment.The
Hindu concept of rebirth is echoed here,whenheresget we shall all be born in different formd\6 doubt, | have died
myself ten thousand times before”, he reiteratas kil in the world is like moonlight , a refleati of the sun.The idea of
everything being a manifestationof a superior fisra mystical idea, very close to the Eastern ialig philosophy echoed
in the Bhagvad Gita by Lord Krishna, in his addr®sarjuna.

Krishna: Because we have all been for all time: | and tlamg those kings of men.And we shall be for alletim

we all for ever and ever.

As the Spirit of our mortal body wanders on in dhibod, and youth and old age, the Spirit wanderanew

body:of this the sage has no doubt.

Interwoven in this creation, the Spirit is beyonédstluction.No one can bring to an end the Spiritchib

everlasting.

If any man thinks he slays, and if another thinkssslain, neither knows the ways of truth .Ther&dl in man

cannot kill :the Eternal in man cannot die.

He is never born, and he never dies.He is in Bierhe is for evermore.Bnever- born and eternayobd times

gone or to come , he does not diewhen the body(diee Bhagvad Gita p10-11)
A similar idea is echoed by Emerson in his essayersoul:

Ineffable is the union of man and God in everyaidhe soul. The simplest person, who in his iritggrorships
God, becomes God; yet for ever and ever the infbfixthis better and universal self is new and urdele.

(emersoncentral.com)
Roger Asselineau , begins his ess#yhjtman’s Style: From Mysticism to Anvith these words:

Emerson one day confided to a friend that Leave&raks reminded him at once of the Bhagvad Gitathed

New York Herald.Its style is indeed most incongrsiayrical flights are to be found side by side wittosaic banalities,
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mystical effusions with the most familiar expressidrom the spoken language.( Whitman p.89)
Whitman too voices the same idea in his impassievads in Chant 48 of the poem:
| hear and behold God in every object, yet | ungeid god not in the least...
| see something of God each hour of the twenty;fand each moment then,
In the faces of men and women | see God, and ife®/in the glass:
| find letters from God dropped in the street , awdry one is signed by God’s name,
And | leave them where they are, for | know thdieos will punctually come forever and forever.(p).83

The poem ends with with the poets promise to becameanending saga on the face of the earth.Thee¢eal/
grass become his soul, he reiterates that in thsetite beginning.He completely surrenders andrise his identity and

persona at the end saying:
| bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grabve,
If you want me again look for me under your boasol
You wil hardly know who | am or what | mean,
But | shall be good health to you nevertheless,
And filter and fibre your blood.
Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged,
Missingme one place search another,
| stop somewhere waiting for you.(p.86)
CONCLUSIONS

The poem written in 52 sections is a personal Jopbphical , mystical journey that Whitman undeetsk
unfolding the myriad hues of his persona , anditaély fusing them into one anonymous whole , like leaves of the
grass , which have been and will always be théke the indestructible soul elucidated in the Bved) Gita.The self that
emerges is that of his physical being , who celelsrhis self, from his body , to his senses ofliousmell, hearing ,taste,
to his interaction with men , women , boys , giliéacks, whites, mechanics, mothers , a whole gashutay to day
American experience of the @entury , till he transcends all barriers at thd ef the poem , and blends with the air, the

grass, and becomes one with eternity , in a traesdendentalist and also the Vedantic idea of ¢l &1d the Oversoul.
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