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“Wet Paper Between Us” 
Whitman and the Transformations of Labor 
Peter Riley
Body into Book; Book into Body
I want to begin with a couple of compelling stagings of intimacy from the 1855 Leaves of Grass; one from what would become “I Sing the Body Electric,” but initially this – from the start of what Whitman, a year later, would entitle “Poem of The Daily Work of The Workmen and Workwomen of these States” (eventually “A Song for Occupations”):
COME closer to me,
Push close my lovers and take the best I possess,
Yield closer and closer and give me the best you possess.
This is unfinished business with me . . . . how is it with you?
I was chilled with the cold types and cylinder and wet paper between us.
I pass so poorly with paper and types . . . . I must pass with the contact of bodies         and souls. (Whitman 1855, 57)
Acutely aware and discomfited by the material qualities of the printed page, Whitman’s speaker imagines yet one more way a familiarity might be established between the “lovers” (his readers) and himself. Modifying his initial personal overtures with some fair-dealing straight-talk – “this is unfinished business with me . . . how is it with you?” – he simultaneously (and without consent) begins pushing or hatching through the paper. And having apparently emerged at our side, he justifies himself by claiming (now in the preterite), that he “was chilled with the cold types and cylinder and wet paper” of the previous material arrangement. This maneuver fulfills two functions: first it goes some way in consummating an impossible fantasy – literally emerging from the page in order to establish a further bodily contact with his “lovers”; and second, it also draws attention to the semi-corporeal, semi-mechanistic arrangement of labor and wet paper that has apparently defined the speaker-reader relation up to this point.
In Alan Trachtenberg’s view, this fantasy remediation of book into body enacts the poet’s utopian politics: “Whitman reimagines America as a space in which the encounter between poet and reader occurs on the surface of the page whose very thingness excites the desire and need for a closeness attainable only by tallying this for that, the thing or object for the price paid for it in living labor” (Trachtenberg, 129). Whitman’s revisioning of the spatial coordinates between poet and reader (as well as reader to the printed page) aims at an ideal correspondence, “a tallying of America with an economy of aesthetic exchange, a bartering of being for being” (129): later in the poem, “I will be even with you, and you shall be even with me” (Whitman 1855, 57). Yet there is also, it seems to me, another impulse here, something that continually counteracts this desire for utopic equivalence and confuses the transparency necessary for such an exchange. As is so often the case with Whitman’s poetry – and this is what makes the early efforts so compelling – the passage partially forecloses on its promise of a fully realized corporeal presence. Whitman carefully muddles his transfer – “I pass so poorly with paper and types . . . . I must pass with the contact of bodies and souls” – writing the simple-present verb form as though it were semantically clear-cut: “pass.” Is that “pass” “move past,” “get by,” “resemble,” “hand over,” “decline,” or something else? The lines lack the conviction of a fully committed repudiation of the last line’s erotically charged compound: “I was chilled with the cold types and cylinder and wet paper between us”; the speaker lingers a while with that wetness. While affirming the possibility of ideal exchange, the speaker also simultaneously draws back to a print shop fantasy of limbs, cylinders, and ink – a curiously molten combination of wet sheets and chilling types that only serves to intensify the warmth and moistness of the bodies present. Whitman’s utopic impulse checks itself; just as this “ideal bartering” seems consummated through an escape from the confines of the book, the poem simultaneously suspends a moment of transference, drawing attention to the alternative erotic arrangement between sheets.
A second staging of intimacy, in what would later become “I Sing the Body Electric,” also finds itself curiously akimbo:
This is the female form,
A divine nimbus exhales from it from head to foot,
It attracts with fierce undeniable attraction,
I am drawn by its breath as if I were no more than a helpless vapor . . . . all falls         aside but myself and it,
Books, art, religion, time . . the visible and solid earth . . the atmosphere and the         fringed clouds . . what was expected of heaven or feared of hell are now         consumed,
Mad filaments, ungovernable shoots play out of it . . the response likewise ungovern-         able,
Hair, bosom, hips, bend of legs, negligent falling hands — all diffused . . . . mine too         diffused,
Ebb stung by the flow, and flow stung by the ebb . . . . loveflesh swelling and         deliciously aching,
Limitless limpid jets of love hot and enormous . . . . quivering jelly of love . . . white-          blow and delirious juice,
Bridegroom-night of love working surely and softly into the prostrate dawn,
Undulating into the willing and yielding day,
Lost in the cleave of the clasping and sweetfleshed day.
(Whitman 1855, 79)
Beginning with this increasingly diffuse “female,” the passage ends with something like its entangled opposite. The female form “attracts with fierce undeniable attraction” – not the most convincing line in Whitman’s oeuvre – as the speaker gently proceeds to coax this transforming (gender-neutral) “it” upward into a cloud-like state of “helpless vapour.” As this nimbus exhales and ascends with the “I,” the poet once again prepares for a moment of ideal exchange as “all falls aside but myself and it.” At this point, however, the speaker is waylaid, distracted even, by the thing being left in his wake. The exclusive union of “myself and it” has set in motion all other oppositions – material, temporal, celestial – and it is this consuming by-product that now commands the attention. Whitman’s persona abandons the ethereal female at the altar of a transcendent realm and becomes fascinated by the rhizomatic “shoots” that start emerging from this increasingly amorphous “it” (does “it” now refer back to the “female form,” the “consummation,” or some embryonic maternal nebula?). The “shoots” and “filaments” then materialize as body parts, a cauldron of half-articulated limbs and tendrils into which the speaker now plunges: “mine too diffused” (never mind the quietly abandoned “female form” that has floated off out of mind). Whitman then writes the most erotically confrontational lines of his career, a moment of surrogacy in which Whitman’s self stands in (or better lies in) for a bride on her wedding night. The release of the next few lines, consonant with fantasies of inky paper and production, constitutes a further half-articulated merger of limbs, labor, bookmaking, and seminal fluid. The scene floods with the “delirious juice” of a bridegroom, who works surely and softly throughout the night; this labor is then incorporated or “Lost in the cleave of the clasping and sweetfleshed day” – lost among tangled folds of human flesh, but also between the folds of stained pages clasped shut in book form. The speaker once again refuses the clarity of any abstract exchange in favor of something more enmeshed – an emulsified state in which bodily contact finds stranger form.
It is the makeup of this seminal, metamorphic element – the organizing component for so many of Whitman’s aesthetic experiments – that I want to take a closer look at in this chapter. I want to suggest that Whitman predicated his poetic vision in the 1850s on an increasingly conflicted engagement with the shifting values and potentialities of labor. He exposes that fundamental constituent of his verse, the male laboring body, to such intensely competing ideological stresses during this era that it continually threatens to transmute into a more capacious entity, one that exceeds the normative confines of the human body in search of alternative expression. The claim here is that Whitman’s poetry thinks through a surrogate labor theory of value, with his extended corporeal metaphor serving as an affirmative post-human counterpart to Marx’s more fully theorized and gothically dystopian depictions of alienated labor. While Marx sees the laboring body as “deforming” and “mortifying” in the context of industrializing production, Whitman reimagines these accelerating promethean forces as an opportunity to recast the possibilities of male intimacy (Marx 1844, 71). The transforming laboring body becomes a conceptual emollient in Whitman’s hands – a generative substance that governs the ever-shifting proportions of his insurrectionary social vision.[endnoteRef:1] A further claim is that Whitman’s sensitivity to the fluctuating dynamics of his social environment – embodied chiefly by the rising tensions between slavery and the accelerations of capitalism – rescued his poetic vision from restating the reactionary essentialisms that defined the popular labor movement of the 1850s. In spite of his attraction and allegiance to the burgeoning Free Soil movement – which viewed the geographic spread of American slavery as a potential threat to the promise of white sovereignty – he formulated a poetics that resisted contemporary fictions of racial and social purity as well as any abstractly conceived notion of exchange. Whitman’s poetry refuses the allure of a Romantically charged, racially inflected organicism while simultaneously avoiding any clear-cut affirmation of the supposedly inevitable march of U.S. laissez-faire capitalism. [1:  Whitman’s fascination with such malleable fluid-like substances – a means by which he pushes past the limitations of literary representation – has been most convincingly explored by Michael Moon in his Disseminating Whitman. Moon suggests that Whitman “sets himself the problem of attempting to project actual physical presence in a literary text”: “At the heart of this problem was the impossibility of doing so literally, of successfully disseminating the author’s literal bodily presence through the medium of the book . . . Out of this difficulty arises the generative contradiction in the text of Leaves of Grass as I read it: that which exists between Whitman’s repeated assertions that he provides loving physical presence in the text and his awareness of the frustrating but ultimately incontrovertible conditions of writing and embodiment that actually render it impossible for him to produce in his writing more than metonymic substitutes for such contact” (5–6). I’m trying to refine this reading by questioning the implicit opposition here between body and book. Whitman, I want to suggest, thinks of himself as literally flowing into his book in the act of labor and process of production.] 

Whitman and the Degradations of Labor
[Figure 1 here under Section title. Caption:
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Frontispiece portrait, from daguerreotype by Gabriel Harrison, copied by Samuel Hollyer onto a lithographic plate and reprinted opposite title page of the 1855 Leaves of Grass.
Whitman’s engagement with the emerging world of work in the mid-nineteenth century was more or less Janus-faced,[endnoteRef:2] and while this doubleness convoluted any prescriptive political or social agenda he might have offered, it also facilitated the startling inclusiveness and experimentation that defined the early editions of Leaves of Grass. On the one hand, it was a recognisable artisan ideal that exemplified for Whitman the most desirable relation of the American people to the promise of its sovereign territories. This figure, coded white and defined in opposition to the encroaching threat posed by slavery, is the Romantic fiction that organizes so many of Whitman’s recognizable literary traits – from the frontispiece portrait of the cocksure laborer to the loitering “self” that leans and loafs at his ease in “Song of Myself.” On the other, Whitman was also scrupulously attuned to the stutterings of the accelerating New York economy, formulating his malleable poetic persona in relation to the necessities of making a living in turbulent times. The Whitman of this era might be usefully cast as part of what Guy Standing has termed the “precariat,” an adaptive and potentially subversive alliance forced to live and work without stable occupational identity or protective labor legislation.[endnoteRef:3] Whitman supplemented his various journalistic efforts by successfully negotiating the turbulent Brooklyn real estate market, making enough money to purchase a house outright in his mother’s name, and to fund the first edition of Leaves.[endnoteRef:4] In a landmark reading, M. Wyn Thomas places Whitman in a post-artisanal phase of production, caught between competing ideological commitments: the former artisan, “now effectively a supplier or hirer of labour in return for money, finds himself deeply implicated in a system of relations which alter his whole conception of himself and his work. . . . He lives by the accumulation of capital, rather than by virtue of what he produces through the exercise and public demonstration of patiently acquired skills” (1987, 79–80). Pushing against his self-styled image as a loafing poet is the Whitman who was scrupulous when managing his business affairs; the archive is filled with his building contracts, dockets, and inventories, all dated from the run-up to the first publication of Leaves. As much a hirer of labor as he was anything else, his aesthetic sense of “tallying this for that” speaks the language of his own complicated vocational predicament. [2:  As various commentators have pointed out, Whitman was the “beneficiary” of an accelerating economic climate in which mercantile capitalism was steadily mutating toward its monopoly form. Whitman’s “self,” in Andrew Lawson’s words, “catches . . . the energies of the marketplace [and] plunges into this space of motion and exchange” (2006, 14). Whitman’s creature seems to respond to the excitements and allurements of the fugitive economic moment.]  [3:  The analogous term of social “migrant” has also been put forward by Jacques Rancière: “the genuinely dangerous classes were perhaps less those savages supposedly undermining the basement of society than the migrants who moved on the boundaries between classes” (181).]  [4:  Elsewhere I have shown that Whitman’s entire creative project was financially dependent on the successful negotiation of the highly volatile Brooklyn housing market; Whitman the real estate dealer sold a newly renovated house in order to fund Leaves.] 

Yet Whitman’s primary commitment was to the Jeffersonian ideal that served as the principal rallying promise of the Free Soil and then Republican movements of the 1850s.[endnoteRef:5] It is this embodiment of the popular “dream of labor” that informs the defiant depiction of sovereignty in the 1855 frontispiece portrait. The tilted hat, hands on hip “where do you think you’re going” attitude stares out as the representative bouncer of a nation of free working men; this gatekeeper character, costumed in solidarity with house-builders, mechanics, and farmers, looks in defiance and contempt on those who would compromise this embodiment of pastoralism and self-reliance. Slavery was to be opposed, not as a response to human suffering, but insofar as it threatened America’s smallholding pledge to “each Young Man in the Nation, North, South, East, and West” (Whitman 1856). The increasingly sectional differences and polarizing geographies of the decade are not easily mapped onto the partitions of Whitman’s complicated political and poetical vision. The ideal “Workmen and Workwomen of these States” stand in opposition to a conflated threat presented by a combination of slave-holders, slaves, politicians, and a rising population of middlemen; Whitman divides his nation not so much along clearly delineated north-south/east-west geopolitical axes, but via the rather more diffuse corporeal – and I want to suggest racially coded – polarities of wholesomeness and contamination. Whitman’s allegiance is to the utopic union; the threat to this union stems from a sickness within that exceeds any specific locality or agency. [5:  Whitman joined the Free Soil Party in 1848 and was then elected a delegate to its convention in Buffalo, New York. “Free Soil, free speech, free labor, and free men” was the campaign slogan that secured Martin van Buren’s nomination for president.] 

Thomas has suggested that “the nightmare of slavery for [Whitman] was always inseparable from the dream of labor” (1994, 139); what this in effect meant is that Whitman’s thinking about race never managed to untangle itself from its role in delineating the dimensions of the free white national body (Trachtenberg, 122). There is really no getting away from the crudeness of his stance; in an excellent biography of Whitman’s Civil War years, Roy Morris, Jr. is unflinching in his presentation of Whitman’s racial attitudes, including this from a Brooklyn Daily Times editorial of 1858: “Who believes that Whites and Blacks can ever amalgamate in America? Or who wishes it to happen? Nature has set an impassable seal against it. Besides, is not America for the Whites? And is it not better so?” (quoted in Morris, 80). Then there’s a remark to Horace Traubel thirty years later: ‘[T]hat is one reason why I never went full on the nigger question . . . The nigger would not turn – would not do anything for himself – he would only act when prompted to act. No! no! I should not like to see the nigger in the saddle – it seems unnatural” (Morris 80). Underpinning these pronouncements was Whitman’s consistent failure to separate the black body from its association with bondage and subjugation. Contra to the concerns of his increasingly embarrassed followers, he continued to think of this corpus as a fundamental component of an imminent invasive threat to the promise of free labor. In “The Eighteenth Presidency!”, an unpublished polemic and thought experiment of 1856, Whitman attempted to sketch his stance:[endnoteRef:6] [6:  In this, he aligns himself squarely with the typical racial attitudes of the era. See for example Frederick Douglass’s account of the racism he suffered in New Bedford: “All at once, the white carpenters knocked off, and said they not work with free colored workmen . . . they broke off, swearing they would work no longer, unless he would discharge his black carpenters” (Douglass 1845, 90).] 

As the broad fat States of The West, the largest and best parts of the inheritance of the American farmers and mechanics, were ordained to common people and workingmen long in advance by Jefferson, Washington, and the earlier Congresses, now a far ampler west is to be ordained. Is it to be ordained to workmen, or to the masters of workmen? Shall the future mechanics of America be serfs? Shall labor be degraded, and women whipt in the fields for not performing their tasks? If slaves are not prohibited from all national American territory by law, as prohibited in the beginning, as the organic compacts authorise and require, and if, on the contrary, the entrance and establishment of slave labor through the continent is secured, there will steadily wheel into this Union, for centuries to come, slave state after slave state, the entire surface of the land owned by great proprietors, in plantations of thousands of acres, showing no more sight for free races of farmers and work-people than there is now in any European despotism or aristocracy. (Whitman 1856)
The key concern: “Shall labor be degraded?” Notice the intuitive conflation of slave-masters with the more general “masters of workmen”; is America to be ordained to the “masters of workmen” or “great proprietors” whose threat to the promise of labor is continuous with the contagion of plantation slavery? Whitman also performs a further troubling elision here in which the subjected and implicitly raced body also stands in as a synecdoche for the institution as a whole: “If slaves are not prohibited from all national American territory by law, as prohibited in the beginning, as the organic compacts authorise and require.” Whitman defines his organic working men in opposition to a descending, tarnishing scale of debased and debasing forms of labor – a scale that finds its nadir in this instance in the nightmare figure of a woman whipped on a plantation as a slave: “Shall labor be degraded, and women whipt in the fields for not performing their tasks?” What sounds like class-based commentary actually labors under both raced and gendered assumptions. Whitman’s unmarked “women” (as well as his unmarked “labor”) refers to an essential and preconceived whiteness. Consequently, these “Plantation owners” menace the borders of “nature’s impassable seal” by potentially forcing this pristine female into performing the contaminating or blackening work of slaves (who of course, male or female, are already indiscriminately whipped in the fields). Present then is a subtly compounded threat to white masculinity; Whitman introduces his audience to the terrible possibility that, with the spread of slavery, their implied wives will not only cross over the domestic threshold by being forced into the field but also become implicitly stained by performing the work of black slaves. Whitman’s slavery represents an unthinkable admixture of bondage, emasculation, and even miscegenation.
Whitman’s polemic then extends its reach to include an attendant population of other affiliated degenerates – all placed somewhere on that scale of descending national sickness that threatens the promise of the ideal workingman. In counterpoint to the organic compact between America and its “BUTCHERS, SAILORS, STEVEDORES, AND DRIVERS OF HORSES, PLOUGHMAN, WOOD CUTTERS, MARKETMEN, CARPENTERS, MASONS, AND LABORERS” (1315), Whitman gives us:
Office-holders, office-seekers, robbers, pimps, exclusives, malignants, conspirators, murderes, fancy-men, post-masters, custom-house clerks, contractors, kept-editors, spaniels well-trained to carry and fetch, jobbers, infidels, disunionists, terrorists, mail-riflers, slave-catchers, pushers of slavery, creatures of the President, creatures of would-be Presidents spies, blowers, electioneers, body-snatchers, bawlers, bribers, compromisers, runaways, lobbyers, sponges, ruined sports, expelled gamblers, policy backers, monte-dealers, duelists, carriers of concealed weapons, blind men, deaf men, pimpled men, scarred inside with vile disorder, gaudy outside with gold chains made from the people’s money and harlot’s money twisted together; crawling, serpentine men, the lousy combings and born freedom sellers of the earth. (1313)
This is one of the great Whitmanic lists, and what is so interesting is that it brings together, under the banner of off-white mischief, such a diverse and malleable crowd: from “runaways” to “pushers of slavery” to “contractors.” It is clearly lovingly done, and the irony here is that Whitman’s inclusive poetics must also recognize and count something of “himself” – the reactionary tone signaling an anxiety (as well as fascination) at finding himself placed among this castigated contingent (certainly as contractor, jobber, and lobbyist by day – and perhaps even fancy-man by night). The enumeration of this half-repellent, half-deliciously queer collection of fancy-men, blowers, and body snatchers troubles the essentialist partitions of Whitman’s political credo. When contrasted to this riotous, irredeemably contaminated population of social migrants, Whitman’s representative “free race” of workingmen is imbued with an increasing intangibility. The mobility and inclusivity of Whitman’s “I” could never be satisfied with the ontological stasis of a Jeffersonian woodcutter.
While outlining a political vision, “The Eighteenth Presidency!” also constitutes a poetical manifesto – parsed in the shifting currencies of a steadily compromised vocational paradigm. It also enumerates the fundamental tension that saves Whitman’s poetic vision from capitulating to the platitudes of wholesomeness. Written in a call-and-response pattern “to each Young Man in the Nation,” Whitman’s prose fidgets with a tacit recognition that he is in danger of addressing an ahistorical void, populated by increasingly fictional (and capitalized) stock laborer-phantoms – men who have already been swept away by the rising social tide (that is, if they ever actually existed). And it is here that Whitman, in both senses of this word, articulates a “solution”:
You Americans who travel with such men [infidels, disunionists, terrorists et al] you also understand not the present age, the fibre of it, the countless currents it brings of American young men, a different superior race. All this effervescence is not for nothing; the friendlier, vaster, more vital modern spirit, hardly yet arrived at definite proportions, or to the knowledge of itself, will have the mastery. The like turmoil prevails in the expressions of literature, manners, trade, and other departments. (1314)
Despite the enduring affirmation of a qualitatively “different superior race,” Whitman concedes, via a series of negatives to a more malleable sense of “fibre,” “currents,” and “effervescence” – a newly anatomized and configured body electric that sparks and bubbles as it shape-shifts to incorporates a “vaster, more modern spirit.” “I loosen and pass freely,” the speaker claims in “I Sing the Body Electric” just before effervescing into the “quivering jelly” and “white-blow” of the queer marital consummation. That word “pass” again – beginning to take on the more modern connotation of passing as something else; visible here is the recognizable Whitmanic speaker who at once celebrates and yet perpetually refuses the “definite proportions” of the body. “The like turmoil,” the speaker acknowledges, expresses itself in literature – or in a poetry that might incorporate into itself the material rupture and fluid material opportunities of the present.
“The Spread of My Body”
In order to flesh this idea out, I want to provide a brief explanation of Whitman’s actual bookmaking process in 1855 and 1856 – a process that embodied the tensions of upholding the dream of labor while fully participating in the fluctuating opportunities afforded by the literary (as well as nonliterary) marketplace.[endnoteRef:7] To recap, the principal creative experiment that Whitman undertakes at this time concerns the possibility of the self literally reforming into the material properties of the book. As various commentators have pointed out, Whitman’s metaphorical emergence from the page at the beginning of “A Song for Occupations” did actually find expression in the physical qualities of his various editions – perhaps most successfully in the 1855 first edition. Whitman thought of himself as anatomically encrypting his own diverse labor as bookmaker, printer, real estate dealer, journalist, poet, and collaborator into his texts, continually affirming a corporeal transference from “I” to “you” in body-book form: “For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.” Ed Folsom has shown that many of the distinctive features of the early books came about through a desire to integrate a host of quick fixes, accidents, and improvisations. For example, it is possible that the formatting of Leaves was the result of the Rome Brothers press only stocking oversized contractual paper when Whitman went to print. Most of their commissions typically came from the population of Brooklyn lawyers, so Whitman simply had to go with what they had in stock. There is also a possibility that every single copy of the first print run is unique, and that Whitman, limited in funds, directed the Rome Brothers to bind pages together that he knew included typos, aiming for an approximate mean average of mistakes bound in each copy. A famous line from an 1855 edition (the edition currently available on the Walt Whitman Archive) reads: “Failing to fetch me me at first keep encouraged.”[endnoteRef:8] Whitman had a habit of interrupting his print run in order to rewrite, correct, and rearrange various lines (see Schmidgall, 74–76). Ted Genoways has even shown that Whitman instructed the engraver of the iconic frontispiece worker-portrait, Samuel Hollyer, to alter the proofs of the engraving so to increase the bulk of his crotch; Whitman wanted the image to more fully exemplify his notion of a “goodshaped and wellhung man” (87–123). He conceives of Leaves of Grass as a kinetic manifestation of his own contingent production processes, experimenting with the laboring body’s pliability and extension as it is converted into commodity form: [7:  See David Dowling’s account of Whitman’s participation in the literary marketplace: “Sorting out the economic ethos behind Whitman’s construction of his ideal poet illuminates Whitman’s overall scheme of self-promotion that was so well tuned to the market revolution” (2009, 84).]  [8:  See Folsom 2005. Also Matt Miller’s account of Whitman’s bookmaking process (2010).] 

If I worship any particular thing it shall be some of the spread of my body;
Translucent mould of me it shall be you,
Shaded ledges and rests, firm masculine coulter, it shall be you,
Whatever goes to the tilth of me it shall be you,
You my rich blood, your milky stream pale strippings of my life;
Breast that presses against other breasts it shall be you. (Whitman, 1855)
Here again Whitman defers to the more capaciously elemental substance that resolves into one more fantasy of a disembodied breasts pressing against breasts – a semi-soluble articulation of bodies, machines, and books (glimpsed here is the spread of the body across the translucent mould of the page – the “tilth of me” as it is worked into something fertile).
At this point I want to glance sideways to a metaphor being near-contemporaneously formulated by Marx. While thinking through the production process – reimagining the transformation of labor into commodity – Whitman provides a prefiguration of Marx’s conception of the laboring body violently deforming into the immaculate commodity form. Marx envisioned in the reified product an “undifferentiated congealed mass of human work” – “eine blosse Gallerte unterschiedsloser menschlicher Arbeit” (1872, 13); this, for Marx, was the human sacrifice that the consumer needed to be confronted with and disgusted by. Keston Sutherland has recently offered a fascinating, more idiomatically sensitive translation of that crucial word “Gallerte.” Questioning the static, frozen connotation of “congealed,” Sutherland identifies the more troubling analogy Marx was aiming for: “Gallerte” was a glue-like, nineteenth-century foodstuff made up of boiled animal matter: “the image of human labor reduced to Gallerte is disgusting. Gallerte is not ice, the natural and primordial, solid and cold mass that can be transformed back into its original condition by application of (eg human) warmth; it is a ‘halbfeste, zitternde,’ that is, a ‘semisolid, tremulous’ comestible mass, inconvertible back into the ‘meat, bone [and] connective tissue’ of the various animals used indifferently to produce it” (Sutherland 2008). In other words, Marx attempts to make his readers as uncomfortable as possible; the comparison of converted human labor to a jellied mass of undifferentiated tissue draws attention to the product as irrevocably compounded. There is no way to reconstruct the individual human sacrifices embodied in this anonymous, processed comestible. For Marx, the consumption of commodities is an act of cannibalism, a gothic Eucharist in which the consumer feeds on the indistinguishable bodies of laborers.
Refusing to align itself with a diagnosis of alienation, Whitman’s poetry parses this irrevocable compound as a topos of opportunity rather than as a commodified end. Committed to enjoying his monsters, Whitman recognizes the metamorphic potential of this indistinguishable stew of limbs and labor; his kinetic, seminal version of “Gallerte” – which thrills at the transformative potential of the laboring body – excites a variety of continually reforming intimacies and material combinations on the page: “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.” Whitman’s rewrites Marx’s irrevocably compound body as an irrevocably mobile poetics that forecloses on the possibility of commodification’s immaculate expression. “Failing to fetch me me at first keep encouraged (sic)”; by this reading, Whitman’s numerous miscues, incoherencies, and typos are integral to the effect, enumerating a body of work that continually falls short of a final form. Whitman’s book extends contra to his stated reactionary politics; his mutating materiality slackens the ideological partitions of any idealized “organic compact” in the search for alternative adhesive contact and material combinations. In spite of himself, Whitman unfastens his dream of labor from its rooted ideological moorings, and is able to glimpse and ennumerate a vastly compounded and contaminated inclusivity.
In providing this reading, I also want to make it clear that it in no way seeks to affirm any “benefits” (aesthetic or otherwise) associated with being attuned to vaguely defined marketplace “energies.” On the contrary – and as a direct challenge to any deterministic neoliberal narrative that would seek to claim Whitman as an ally – the poet’s impulse was to transfigure and redirect capitalism’s shocks away from any illusory notion of laissez-faire toward something more redemptive and expansive. His subversive, though always confused, stagings of labor allowed him to articulate what Peter Coviello has described as a “future that would not come to be” (20–21). Whitman allows us to glimpse the contours and energies of a subverted process of commodification that points toward an alternative state of becoming rather than any static end. In Whitman’s hands, it is not the accumulation of capital that entices, but the possibilities of the human body as it is converted into alternative commodity form. That moment in which effort transmutes itself into an increasingly alien object – in Whitman’s case the process of manufacturing a book in 1855 – is the promethean opportunity he seizes to climb in between perpetually wet sheets. Refusing any exemplary tallying of this for that, Whitman arrests the instance of transference, and plunges, come what may, into what he conceives of as a fissured space of molten opportunity.
Returning to that moment at the beginning of “A Song for Occupations”:
COME closer to me,
Push close my lovers and take the best I possess,
Yield closer and closer and give me the best you possess.
This is unfinished business with me . . . . how is it with you?
I was chilled with the cold types and cylinder and wet paper between us.
I pass so poorly with paper and types . . . . I must pass with the contact of bodies         and souls.
One of the more surprising aspects of this mid-production arrest of cold types, cylinder, and wet paper is that the ink has not yet dried on the page. The “us” here, in damp embrace, is also in the process of being daubed in black. This introduces a curious possibility; namely Whitman’s narrator speaking this great paean of labor with a stained complexion – as if in partial, accidental blackface. And while not pointing to any tangible or coherent sense of racial solidarity, this does speak of the progressive weirdness that Whitman manages to contort out of his continually surprising pages.
“Into the Lap of the Public”
As is hopefully evident by now, Whitman was in no way a programmatic political or social thinker; on the contrary, his transgressive literary experiments bespeak a largely muddled and deeply problematic relationship to the urgent questions of his age. Follower after follower – Horace Traubel, William O’Connor, Sidney Morse – all appealed to Whitman for endorsement of their own political visions, having credited the poet with energizing and shaping their variously progressive stances. Each came away disappointed by a man who could somehow write Leaves of Grass and hold such disorganized and retrograde views.[endnoteRef:9] And yet this very disjunction also accounts for his enduring status as the poet laureate of the left; in spite of himself, he materializes a body of work, an elemental corpus, that refuses the coordinates or paraphrase of any particular time or space, and yet his vision is somehow tangible or graspable enough to have inspired a host of radical causes. By way of an ending here, I want to let the ongoing and vivid critical work on Whitman’s various political legacies speak for themselves[endnoteRef:10] and instead focus on an alternative reception history that takes a certain degree of pleasure in observing the ideological tremors that Whitman caused for the succeeding generation of literary, and particularly modernist icons. This is Henry James reviewing Whitman’s Drum-Taps in 1865: [9:  See, for example, Thomas (1994, 149–150) and Morris (2000, 88–89).]  [10:  See the work of Bryan K. Garman, Matt Cohen, and Kirsten Harris.] 

It has been a melancholy task to read this book; and it is a still more melancholy one to write about it . . . It exhibits the effort of an essentially prosaic mind to lift itself, by a prolonged muscular strain, into poetry . . . 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 of your blotting-book into the lap of the public. (James, 410)
In this fantasy Whitmanic deadlift, James conceives of erotic musculature hoisting itself into what he considers an exclusively non-corporeal aesthetic realm. It is a surprisingly unmeasured response; his more familiar equivocal poise turned to an abrupt polemic by the perceived threat and allure of the Whitmanic corpus. According to James, Whitman has obviously made a category mistake; his prosaic mind has strained to lift something into a territory that necessarily rejects such effort. And yet in articulating his stance, James capitulates to the very material morphology that Whitman advances; Drum-Taps constitutes the “discharge” of a substance that remains undigested; or rather, a substance has not been properly parsed according to the strictures of aesthetic (by which James also means social) exclusivity. Whitman’s poetry achieves two things here: the first is to force (through his growing literary reputation) James into actually reading his book; and the second is to provoke James’s delicate proto-modernist sensibilities into imagining (perhaps accurately) a monstrous book-gut vomiting into the lap of the genteel public.
Sixty years later – though far more sympathetically – D. H. Lawrence defers to a similar series of metaphors: “But what of Walt Whitman?/ The ‘good grey poet’./ Was he a ghost, with all his physicality? . . . A certain horrible pottage of human parts.” Lawrence expresses his apocalyptic sense of allure and recoil at the invasive potential of the amorphous en-mass body: “Walt’s great poems are really huge fat tomb-plants, great rank graveyard growths” (163). Published in 1923, the same year that the UK Labour Party formed its first (though very short-lived) minority government, Lawrence’s prose seethes with homoerotic fascination surrounding burgeoning union movements and the quickly mutating legacies of the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. Against this backdrop he speaks of a proletarian fantasy, another half-digested “pottage” or necromantic bodily invasion that has yet to find final form. Whitman’s achievement was to sing of worlds and bodies that have not yet taken shape; his poetry serves, and will continue to serve as a confrontational, insurrectionary foil – a frighteningly incoherent inspiration and prophecy (a prophesy at least as incoherent as democracy itself) from which the right will always intuitively shrink, and from which the left will continue to draw strength.
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