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Annotated Bibliography of Book Reviews

Dana, Charles A.  “New Publications:  Leaves of Grass.”  Rev. of Leaves of Grass, by Walt Whitman.  New York Daily Tribune.  23 July 1855.  Dana provides a mixed review of the book’s merits and Whitman’s talents.  He begins by making some remarks about the poetic theory of the author as expressed in the preface to the 1855 Leaves of Grass.  He then enters a commentary – fairly evenly balanced between positive and negative remarks – regarding the form, language, and descriptive passages of the work’s poems.  Next, stating that “no impartial reader can fail to be impressed with the vigor and quaint beauty of isolated portions” of the work’s passages, he proceeds to provide some examples of them.  Dana concludes noting that –despite the poem’s “rude ingenuousness” and “frequent divergence into the domain of the fantastic” – there is an “essential spirit of poetry” underlying their “uncouth and grotesque embodiment.”  This review is important in that it was the very first review of Leaves of Grass, and in that it was emblematic of the overall spirit in which the book was – and often still is – received.

Griswold, Rufus W.  Rev. of Leaves of Grass, by Walt Whitman.  Criterion.  10 Nov. 1855.  Griswold’s review of Leaves of Grass is overwhelmingly negative.  It begins by explaining that the only reason he has deigned to provide some commentary on “such a mass of stupid filth” is that it was “unworthily recommended by a gentleman of wide repute, and might, on that account, obtain access to respectable people, unless its real character were exposed.”  Griswold – who is obviously loath for this to happen – spends the remainder of his review denouncing the novel and illuminating its various detractions, especially what he views as the obscenity of its language.  Griswold concludes that Leaves of Grass is “entirely destitute of wit” and resolves that it should be left to the laws, which “if they fulfill their intent, must have power to suppress such gross obscenity.”  This review is important because it shows the extremity of disgust with which many originally viewed Leaves of Grass.

Hale, Edward Everett.  Rev. of Leaves of Grass, by Walt Whitman.  North American Review.  Jan. 1856: 257-7.  This review of Leaves of Grass is very positive.  Despite his leading statement that “everything about the external arrangement of this book was odd,” Hale goes on to say that “it is well worth going twice to the bookstore to buy it.”  Then, after sharing with us what he feels is the book’s intent, he announces that it has “truly accomplished [its] promise.”  Interestingly, Hale notes that “the preface to the book…is perhaps the very best thing in it.”  He also particularly delights in the “reality” of the “thumb-nail sketches of life” which comprise the book.  Hale concludes defending the obscenity of the book and regretting that its language will prevent it from being widely read.  This review is important in that it demonstrates how even the positive reviews of Leaves of Grass wished that it didn’t contain language that many regarded as obscene.

Norton, Charles Eliot.  “Whitman’s Leaves of Grass.”  Rev. of Leaves of Grass, by Walt

Whitman.  Putnam’s Monthly: A Magazine of Literature, Science, and Art.  Sept. 

1855: 321-3.  Norton’s review - like that of Dana - provides a mixed opinion of Leaves of Grass.  It opens calling the book “ a curious and lawless collection of poems” and describing the verse as “a sort of excited prose broken into lines without any attempt at measure or regularity.”  Soon after these fairly neutral statements, he comments unfavorably on the book’s language stating – among other things – that the book is “not one to be read aloud to a mixed audience.”  Norton’s opinion of the book is perhaps best summed up by his comment referring to the work as “gross yet elevated,” “superficial yet profound,” and “preposterous yet somehow fascinating.”  Despite this fairly positive viewpoint, Norton concludes his review somewhat testily, referencing Whitman’s claim to be a kosmos and remarking “precisely what a kosmos is, we trust Mr. Whitman will take an early occasion to inform the public.”  This review is important in that it shows that Dana wasn’t alone in having mixed feelings about the novel.

Rev. of Leaves of Grass, by Walt Whitman.  Christian Examiner and Religious Miscellany.  June 1856.  As might be guessed, this critic was less than thrilled with Whitman’s Leaves of Grass.  Like the other negative critics, he too states that circumstances have forced him to present his opinion of the book – though this time the impetus is the publication of Whitman’s second edition of Leaves of Grass.  After referring to the work as a “disgrace” to American literature and its style as “an impertinence to the English language,” the critic proceeds to attack the obscene language and unorthodox religious attitudes of the book.  The critic also denounces the philanthropy of the book which he says “cares as little for social rights as for the laws of God.”  The review concludes with a reference to the 1856 version - deeply regretting Whitman’s use of the “honored name of Emerson” to indorse “a work that teems with abominations.”  This review is useful in that it provides an idea of how the world of religion felt about the language and attitudes of Leaves of Grass.  

Rev. of Leaves of Grass, by Walt Whitman.  Critic.  [London]  1 Apr. 1856: 170-171L.  This review by an unnamed English critic is another one that is overwhelmingly negative.  Reminiscent of Griswold, this critic explains that he “should have passed over [the book] with indignant contempt, had not some few Transatlantic critics attempted to ‘fix’ this Walt Whitman as the poet who shall give a new and independent literature to America.”  This critic appears to regard this as particularly strange, horrible, and shocking prospect, commenting “is it possible that the most prudish nation in the world will adopt a poet whose indecencies stink in the nostrils?”  Throughout the rest of the article, the critic continues to disparage the style and person of Whitman.  It concludes, stating “if this work is really a work of genius – if the principles of those poems, their free language, their amazing and audacious egotism, their animal vigor, be real poetry – then our studies have been in vain, and vainer still the homage which we have paid to the monarchs of Saxon intellect, Shakespeare, Milton, and Byron.”  This review is important in that it is emblematic of the ‘great literary tradition’ Whitman is challenging with his proclamation of himself as the “American bard.” 

Rev. of Leaves of Grass, by Walt Whitman.  New York Daily Times. 1856.  Though it begins in a negative tone - disparaging Whitman for not being content with merely writing a book, but that he must review it as well – it soon confesses that it turns “from Mr. Whitman as Critic, to Mr. Whitman as Poet, with considerable pleasure.”  According to this critic, “Whitman brings the dead to life, and animates the slumbering world.”  Yet, despite this praise and the additional praise that “no modern poet that [the critic] know[s] of has presented finer descriptive passages that Mr. Walt Whitman,” the critic fears that “the time is not yet come for the nakedness of purity.”  Still, the critic states that “with all this muck of abomination soiling the pages, there is a wondrous, unaccountable fascination about Leaves of Grass” and that the work has “a lofty purpose” that dominates its “uncleanness.”  The critic concludes with more very favorable statements about Whitman and states that “[he] look[s] forward with curious anticipation to [Whitman’s] future works.”  This article is important in that it emphasizes the power of Whitman’s work, which was able – apparently on its own merits – to sway the opinion of this critic to a favorable view of Whitman.

Whitman, Walt.  “Walt Whitman and His Poems.”  Rev. of Leaves of Grass, by Walt Whitman.  United States Review.  5 Sept. 1855: 205-12.  This overwhelmingly positive review of Leaves of Grass by Whitman, himself, begins with the exited proclamation “an American bard at last!”  Following this statement, Whitman proceeds to praise himself and his work as truly original and groundbreaking.  Whitman then comments on his own style, saying that “the style of [his] poems [are] simply their own style, new-born and red.”  Next the “American bard” discusses and defends his subject matter, noting that his verse contains “his own body and soul,” proclaims Nature “inherently pure,” refuses to disregard sex, and, treats “the facts of eternity and immortality” – a bold statement.  Interestingly, in this review, Whitman also asks and attempts to answer such questions as: who he is, whether his work achieves its purpose of standing for America, whether the time has come for such an “American poet,” and whether he is needed.  Whitman concludes his review saying that he has indeed “come in good time.”  This review is important in that it provides an additional angle through which we can examine Whitman, allowing us to see more clearly how this author viewed himself and his role as the “American bard.”  

