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Lecture Quotes





Owen Robinson

Whitman, in Democratic Vistas (1871): “Never was anything more wanted than, to-day, and here in the States, the poet of the modern is wanted, or the great literatus of the modern.  At all times, perhaps, the central point in any nation, and that whence it is itself really sway’d the most and whence it sways others, is its national literature, especially its archetypal poems.”  

From Part 1:

I celebrate myself, 

And what I assume you shall assume, 

For every atom belonging to me as good as belongs to you.

I loafe and invite my soul,

I lean and loafe at my ease….observing a spear of summer grass.

From Part 24:

Walt Whitman, an American, one of the roughs, a kosmos,

Disorderly fleshy and sensual….eating drinking and breeding,

No sentimentalist….no stander above men and women or apart from them….no more modest than immodest.

Unscrew the locks from the doors!

Unscrew the doors themselves from their jambs!

Whoever degrades me degrades another….and whatever is done or said returns at last to me,

And whatever I do or say I also return.

Through me the afflatus surging and surging….through me the current and index.

I speak the password primeval….I give the sign of democracy;

By God!  I will accept nothing which all cannot have their counterpart of on the same terms.

Through me many long dumb voices,

Voices of the interminable generations of slaves,

Voices of prostitutes and of deformed persons,

Voices of the diseased and despairing, and of thieves and dwarfs,

Voices of cycles of preparation and accretion,

And of the threads that connect the stars – and of wombs, and of the fatherstuff,

And of the rights of them the other are down upon,

Of the trivial and flat and foolish and despised,

Of fog in the air and beetles rolling balls of dung.

Through me forbidden voices,

Voices of sexes and lusts….voices veiled, and I remove the veil,

Voices indecent by me clarified and transfigured.

I do not press my finger across my mouth,

I keep as delicate around the bowels as around the head and heart,

Copulation is no more rank to me than death is.

Divine am I inside and out, and I make holy whatever I touch or am touched from;

The scent of these arm-pits is aroma finer than prayer,

This head is more than churches or bibles or creeds.

Part 5:

I believe in you my soul….the other I am must not abase itself to you,

And you must not be abased to the other.

Loafe with me on the grass….Loose the stop from your throat,

Not words, not music or rhyme I want….not custom or lecture, not even the best,

Only the lull I like, the hum of your valved voice.

I mind how we lay in June, such a transparent summer morning;

You settled your head athwart my hips and gently turned over upon me,

And parted the shirt from my bosom-bone, and plunged your tongue to my barestript heart,

And reached till you felt my beard, and reached till you held my feet.

Swiftly arose and spread around me the peace and joy and knowledge that pass all the art and argument of the earth;

And I know that the hand of God is the elderhand of my own,

And I know that the spirit of God is the eldest brother of my own,

And that all the men ever born are also my brother….and the women my sisters and lovers,

And that a kelson of the creation is love;

And limitless are leaves stiff or dropping in the fields,

And brown ants in the little wells beneath them,

And mossy scabs of the wormfence, and heaped stones, and elder and mullen and pokeweed.

From Part 42:

….A call in the midst of the crowd,

My own voice, orotund, sweeping and final.  

….

I know perfectly well my own egotism,

And know my omnivorous words, and cannot say any less,

And would fetch you whoever you are flush with myself.  

My words are words of a questioning, and to indicate reality;

This printed and bound book….but the printer and the printing-office boy?

The marriage estate and settlement….but the body and mind of the bridegroom? also those of the bride?

The panorama of the sea….but the sea itself?

The well-taken photographs….but your wife or friend close and solid in your arms?

The fleet of ships in the line and all the modern improvements….but the craft and pluck of the admiral?

The dishes and fare and furniture….but the host and hostess, and the look out of their eyes?

The sky up there….yet here or next door or across the way?

The saints and sages in history….but you yourself?

Sermons and creeds and theology….but the human brain, and what is called reason, and what is called love, and what is called life?

From Part 51:

Do I contradict myself?

Very well then….I contradict myself;

I am large….I contain multitudes.  

Part 52:

The spotted hawk swoops by and accuses me….he complains of my gab and my loitering.

I too am not a bit tamed….I too am untranslatable,

I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.

The last scud of day holds back for me,

It flings my likeness after the rest and true as any on the shadowed wilds,

It coaxes me to the vapor and dusk.

I depart as air….I shake my white locks and the runaway sun,

I effuse my flesh in eddies and drift it in lacy jags.

I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love,

If you want me again look for me under your bootsoles.

You will hardly know who I am or what I mean, 

But I shall be good health to you nevertheless,

And filter and fibre your blood.

Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged,

Missing me one place search another,

I stop somewhere waiting for you.

A Pact (by Ezra Pound)

I make a pact with you, Walt Whitman – 

I have detested you long enough.

I come to you as a grown child

Who has had a pig-headed father;

I am old enough now to make friends.

It was you that broke the new wood,

Now is a time for carving.

We have one sap and one root –

Let there be commerce between us.

